ao3> 


TOUR IN SUTHERLANDSHIRE, 


wire 
EXTRACTS FROM THE FIELD-BOOKS 


or 


A SPORTSMAN AND NATURALIST, 


By CHARLES ST. JOHN, Ese, 


AUFROR OF ‘ WILD APORTE AND KATUEAL HISTORY OF THR WICHLAKDS. 


WITH WOODCUTS, 
IN TWO VOLUMES.—VOL. 1 
LONDON: 


JOHN MURRAY, ALBEMARLE STREET. 
1849. 


TO 


HIS GRACE 


THE DUKE .OF SUTHERLAND, 


‘hese Pages 
ARE 
(ITH PERMISSION) 


RESPECTFULLY DEDICATED BY THE AUTHOR, 


TUS GRACE’S MOST OBEDIENT SERVANT, 


CHARLES ST. JOHN. 


January, 1819. 


PREFACE 


_Ir is with real diffidence that I offer these 
volumes to the public. I am induced to do 
so by the wishes of many of my friends and 
companions in the woods and fields, who, 
having received with indulgence my former 
volume on Highland Sports, have persuaded 
me to launch another barque laden with a 
similar cargo of odds and ends. That it 
should have as favourable a voyage as its 
predecessor, is more than I can venture to 
hope. If however, these pages serve to 
entertain for a few hours any of my fellow- 
lovers of nature, or if any whose occupations 
in life are of a graver and more laborious 
kind, find relaxation and amusement in their 
perusal, my object is fully gained. 
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vi PREFACE, 


I do not fear the criticism of the learned 5 
mny flight is far too humble to obtain even 
their censure: nor do I aim at instructing 
any of my readers, but solely at amusing 
them. The scientific naturalist must excuse 
my errors of description and my want of 
skill: but thus far, and thus far only, I can 
venture to say a good word in favour of 
my rough notes—that they are the result 
of actual and personal observation, and not 
of hearsay or second-hand information ; and 
that, therefore, some reliance may be placed 
in them. 

The present volumes consist of extracts 
from a Journal, written during a wandering 
excursion through Sutherlandshire, one of the 
most interesting counties in Scotland, and 
one of the least known, of a series of field- 
notes for each month in the year, written 
during my residence in the pleasant land of 
Moray, and of a few miscellaneous chapters 
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on matters of interest to*the sportsman. 
Such as they are, I offer them to the public, 
trusting that they will receive them as the 
offhand thoughts and observations of one 
who is more accustomed to the hill-side than 
to the study—to the gun than to the pen. 
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CHAPTER I. 


Sutherlandshire; its Wild Bieds not sufficiently known — Our 
Start and Conveyance — Kyle of Sutherland — Woods of 
‘Roschall; old Keeper there; his recollection of me — Oykel 
Tun — Altuagaleanach; Origin of Name ; Fishing at — Con- 
veying Bost to Loch Urigil —- Wild Geese and Divers on the 
‘Loch —~ Large Trout of these Lakes — Drive to Inchuadamph 
—Value of rare Eggs — Heronry — Peregrine Falcon and 
Bnzsards’ Nests — Climbing over the Rocks. 

Amonest the thousands of scenery-hunters and 

tourists there are very few who have ever made an 

excursion through the county of Sutherland, although 
it is a district as interesting as any in Europe, both 
for its magnificent and varied scenery, including sea, 
mountain, valley, and Jake, and also as containing 
many tare subjects interesting to the naturalist and 
botanist. There are many birds and plants to be 
found in the wilder parts of this county which are 
scarcely to be seen elsewhere in Britain. The 
naturalist may here observe closely the eagle, the 
vou. I. B 
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osprey, the wild goose, and many other birds, 
whose habits are little known, but who in this 
region breed and rear their young in comparative 
security. 

The wild cat, marten cat, fox, &c, though 
seldom seen by daylight, are still tolerably numerous 
where the ground is not kept for grouse-shooting. 
In the latter case, however, traps and poison have 
pretty well destroyed these and all other carnivo- 
rous animals, 

In the spring of 1848 I made an excursion 
through some part of the county of Sutherland, 
which I shall endeavour to describe, in the hope of 
inducing others to follow my example, being con- 
fident that whoever does so will find himself amply 
repaid for his trouble. 

My object in making the journey was to enjoy 
the magnificent scenery of the north coast, to see 
and observe the breeding habits and localities of 
many of the rarer birds of Britain, and to ascer- 
tain the fact of some of these birds rearing their 
young in Scotland, which, from the contradictory 
and uncertain statements of many naturalists, seemed 
to be a matter of great doubt. Not being a col- 
lector of eggs or birds myself, I had no wish to 
destroy more of my feathered friends than sufficed 
to prove their identity, and to procure a few speci- 
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mens for a gentleman who is as great a lover of 
nature as myself, and a far more scientific one. 

Our start from Bonar Bridge was 2 most amusing 
affair, not only to ourselves, but also to all the in- 
habitants of that small but beautifully situated 
village. The vehicle which we travelled in was a 
small and lightly built flat-bottomed boat, made of 
larch, and mounted on wheels. It was constructed 
to ship and “unship in half a minute. By simply 
unscrewing two bolts, it could be taken off its 
wheels and launched into the water. Being on 
springs, it made a very easy carriage, and was 
large enough to hold four persons, with plenty of 
space for luggage. On the present occasion our 
party consisted of a friend of mine, Mr. J., 
who (although for many years a wanderer over 
Switzerland and many parts of Europe) had never 
been through the wilder and more mountainous 
regions of Scotland ; Mr. Dunbar, whose assistance 
was of much use as a naturalist and interpreter 
amongst the shepherds and others who spoke more 
Gaelic than English ; myself, and Leo, my retriever. 

Having adjusted the harness, traces, &c. of the 
boat to my horse (a stout Highland “garron”), we 
started at an early hour, trusting to the chapter of 
accidents and the pace of our horse as to where we 
should sleep that night, but determined to make 
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out as many miles as we could, or in other words to 
advance as far as possible into the mountainous part 
of Sutherlandshire. Bonar Bridge is situated on 
what is called the Kyle of Sutherland; a narrow 
estuary formed by the confluence of the Shin, 
Oykel, Casselis, and Anak rivers, all of which 
streams, a short distance above Bonar Bridge, meet 
the salt water of the Dornoch Firth. In winter this 
water abounds with wild fowl, but now (May 14) 
all these birds had gone to their breeding-places 
with the exception of a solitary godwit or two, who 
seemed to have been left behind the rest of their 
comrades, this bird not breeding in Scotland. The 
woods about Roschall, or rather that portion of them 
which the axe has spared, used to abound in many 
kinds of interesting hawks, and also in marten and 
wild cats, but keepers and trapping combined seem 
to have entirely swept all these animals away. I 
looked in vain for buzzards on a high rock which 
some few years back was invariably tenanted by them, 
but it seemed that they had long since been destroyed. 
As I passed through the remains of the woods too I 
caught a glimpse here and there of passes where 
different stags had fallen to my rifle, and many a 
happy day spent in the greenwood. was recalled to 
my recollection, with all its accompanying incidents. 
I called on the old Highland keeper who was then 
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wy attendant, and found him exactly on the same 
spot where I had seen him twelve years ago, 
winking at the morning sun in a manner peculiar 
to owls and inhabitants of cottages full of peat 
smoke. I doubted his recognizing me after so 
many years, but was much gratified at the pleasure 
and readiness with which he did so, and at the vivid 
recollection which he had of the corrie in which “ my 
honour” had shot my first stag under his guidance 
and tuition—his tender inquiry too after my rifle, 
“ the likes of which never put down a deer in the 
country.” I returned the compliment by begging 
to be shown my vld acquaintance, “the double- 
barrel,” a most venerable flint gun, with singularly 
eccentric and unrcachable triggers, which no fore- 
finger but his own could ever pull. This ancient 
gun, however, in Ais hands had laid low many an 
antlered head. Though he affected to despise all 
new inventions, I had a recollection of his always 
preferring a shot with one of my percussion guns 
to the uncertain chance of his own flint and steel. 
Many an old story connected with stag and corrie, 
shealing and whisky bottle, the old fellow called to 
my recollection ; and I really saw with regret the 
last of his weather-beaten face, as he bowed and 
gesticulated to me as long as we continued in sight. 
I am afraid that my companions must have thought 
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me a bore for a few miles, as I pointed out, with 
an interest which they could scarcely feel, rock and 
glen, the scenes of former chaces of deer, or even 
of the death of otter or wild cat. 

At Oykel Inn, some twenty miles from our start- 
ing-place, we stopped for an hour or two to rest 
our horse, and to try a cast in the river; but 
bright and clear as it was, with very little water 
in the stream, we had no success, At certain times 
of the fishing season there is no better river 
than the Oykel. May, however, is rather too 
early. 

Eleven miles farther on we came to a small inn, 
at a place called Altnagalcanach,—a most difficult 
and unpronounceable Gaelic name, and one which 
T cannot be sure of spelling right. The meaning 
of it is the “Burn of the Deceiver.” ‘The origin 
of the name, as it was told me, is amusing and 
characteristic enough. : The place is situated in a 
part of Ross-shire which intrudes into the’ adjoin- 
ing county of Sutherland in a very unceremonious 
manner, the cause of which was as follows:—In 
a dispute between the respective proprietors of 
that part of Ross-shire and Sutherlandshire, the 
marches were to be determined by reference to an 
old inhabitant, who, being either by clanship or 
bribery in the interest of the Ross-shire laird, came 
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to this spot to decide the question with the soles 
of his shoes filled with earth from the interior of 
Ross-shire, the wily old fellow by this means saving 
himself all scruples of conscience when he swore 
most positively that he stood on Ross-shire ground. 
Standing on Ross-shire ground in this manner, he 
pointed out a boundary most convenient to his em- 
ployer, the Ross-shire laird. So ran the tale as it 
was told me; and unde derivatur the name of Altna~ 
galcanach, which it still holds, 

Close to the door of the inn is a fine loch, in which 
are great numbers of small trout and char, and also 
plenty of the large lake-trout, or Salmo ferox. We 
fished for an hour or two, and caught a good dish 
of trout, and one char; a very unusual occurrence, 
as the char rarely rises to the fly, excepting in 
one or two favoured localities. Indeed I have 
caught hundreds of trout with the fly in lochs 
swarming with char, without ever catching one of 
the latter. Though not much accustomed to tra- 
vellers, the good wife of the inn put us up comfort- 
ably enough. We had clean beds, and good tea, 
eggs, and cream, which, with the excellent trout 
that we had taken, made us quite comfortable. The 
only thing wanting was hay (corn they had in plenty); 
but I soon remedied that want by shackling the 
horse’s fore legs with a couple of dog-straps, and 
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turning him loose in the short sweet grass by the 
edge of the lake. 

On the following morning, at the instigation of 
one of our party, who was very anxious to procure 
some eggs of the black-throated diver (Colymbus 
arcticus), we started for Loch Urigil, a lake about 
two miles from the iun. Our first step was to 
launch our boat in the lake, close to the door ; and 
having crossed this piece of water, we dragged the 
boat out again, and, mounting it on our shoulders, 
carried it across the hill to the other lake. Little, 
however, had we reckoned on the distance we had 
to go. 

“How far is the lake from here?” was our 
inquiry on leaving the water-side, 

“ Oh, just over yonder brae,” was the answer of 
the innkeeper, as he pointed to a height a few 
hundred yards off. 

“ How far do you say?” 

« Just a wee bit.” 

But that weary “wee bit” of the innkeeper’s ! 
Many an anathema was poured on the head of our 
guide before we had got the boat fairly afloat in 
Loch Urigil. Once there, however, our cares were 
soon forgotten. My friend put his fishing-rod to- 
gether ; while I, accompanied by Mr. Dunber, went 
off in the boat to the islands on the lake, in order 
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to see what birds were breeding there. We first 
made for a small island covered with the brightest 
green foliage that I ever saw, which, however, turned 
out to be nothing but the wild leek. The nature 
of the plant was most unpleasantly forced upon my 
observation by the very strong scent the leaves pro- 
duced when trodden upon, 

There were three of these beautiful birds (the 
Dlack-throated diver) on the loch, but no eggs. 
On some of the other islands were a number of 
wild geese (Anser ferus), the original kind from 
which our common domestic goose is derived. They 
had two or three nests on one island, but we found 
no eggs. Their nests were large and quite exposed ; 
consisting of 2 large mass of down, kept together by 
coarse grass and herbage. The old birds, when die~ 
turbed, flew off the island, some of them alighting on 
the loch, and others on the short green grass about the 
edge of the water, where they commenced grazing 
after the manner of tame geese. Having procured 
one or two specimens of the black-throated diver, 
I landed, and sat down to enjoy the magnificent 
scenery and all its accompaniments. The peewit, 
redshank, curlew, and golden plover kept up @ 
constant warfare of clamour against me for some 
time, till, finding that I did not molest them, they 
gradually returned to their domestic occupations, 

33 
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All these birds had probably eggs near the spot. 
After 2 short time they ran and walked about fear- 
lesely, quite regardless of my being so near them ; 
while the lively and restless little dunlin ran almost 
over my feet without fear, as I sat near the edge 
of the loch. 

The mountains of Corgach and Assynt, some of 
which I could see from Loch Urigil, are of a very 
striking and peculiar form, standing out boldly and 
independently from the lower hills that surrounded 
them. Occasionally a curlew would come wheeling 
over my head, uttering its loud cry of alarm and 
warning, something between 2 whistle and a scream ; 
but he soon sailed back to his mate on the sloping 
moss that covered the hill-side near the lake. A 
beautiful cock grouse came down within a few yards 
of me, and picked about amongst the stones at the 
edge of the water, occasionally stopping as if to 
exhibit himself as he stood erect with hie bright- 
red comb raised to its utmost height. When at 
last he saw me, instead of seeming alarmed, he 
rose and alighted again on a small hillock only a 
few feet farther off, and stood there some minutes 
watching me closely, and then flew off, crowing a short 
distance up the heather. The grey geese seemed 
in constant motion, sometimes feeding and some- 
times flying after each other in pairs with loud cries. 
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After waiting some time about the edge of the loch, 
Trejoined my companions, and we again renewed our 
portage of the boat over that weary hill. I had lefta 
line with several hooks baited with small trout in the 
Jake near the inn, and on returning found asalmoferox 
which weighed something above two pounds on it. 
While taking in the line, a monster trout ran at the 
fish already caught, and, notwithstanding its size, 
nearly swallowed it, leaving the marks of his teeth in 
the shape of deep cuts across the middle of the two- 
pound trout. I should like to have seen the fish at 
closer quarters who made an attack on such @ 
goodly-sized bait, as he must have been a perfect 
fresh-water shark. There can be no doubt that in 
some of these lakes, where the water is deep and 
the food plentiful, these trout must grow to a size 
not yet ascertained. None of these lakes have 
ever been properly fished. A few days’ trolling can 
never be depended on as a proof of the size of the 

. fish in them, more particularly as we all know that 
the larger a trout is, the less inclined is he to take 
any bait. I will leave it for others to judge of the 
size of 2 trout that could nearly swallow one of 
his own species weighing considerably above two 
pounds, 

During our drive to Inchnadamph in the afternoon 
we had a fine view of Benmore of Assynt, and 
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numerous other magnificent mountains, grey and 
dreary, and with but little vegetation of any kind, 
although along the edges of the lakes and streams 
there is always a certain width of bright green 
herbage, where the sheep at this season find plenty 
of good grazing. The long ranges of cliff-like rocks 
near Inchnadamph are very splendid in their height 
and shape, and are frequented by buzzards, ravens, 
grey crows, and a pair of peregrine falcons. Not- 
withstanding all these enemies, the ring-ousel sings 
from every green corner of the rocka, while wheat- 
ears (safer perhaps from their smaller size and their 
habit of dodging under the stones) are extremely 
numerous everywhere along the road side. At 
Inchnadamph we arrived late in the evening, and 
found a comfortable, clean inn, an obliging land- 
Jord, and all the accompaniments that one could 
wish to refresh both mind and body (I am afraid 
that the former is sadly dependent on the latter), 
at the end of rather a hard and long day’s work, 
for we had been actively employed from daylight. 
The black-throated diver (Colymbus arcticus) is 
a peculiarly beautiful and singularly marked bird. 
Though generally rare, in certain localities which 
happen to be adapted to its habits this bird is not 
unfrequently to be found during the breeding sea- 
son. It invariably breeds on some small, flat island 
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in an inland lake; it prefers, and indeed is seldom 
found except in, lakes which lie in a flat or open 
part of the country, and which have shallows and 
grassy creeks, as it feeds more on frogs, leeches, 
and similar productions of such places, than on the 
trout that frequent the more stony and deeper parts 
of the lake. Apparently from the position of its 
legs and feet, this diver cannot’ walk on land, and 
therefore places her eggs within a very few feet of 
the water’s edge on a flat island where it can reach 
them by a kind of waddling, seal-like motion. I 
never found above two eggs in a nest, and do not 
believe that they ever lay more, although I have 
been told of three having been procured. The egg 
is of a long and regular oval form, and large; the 
colour ig a fine rich brown green with darker spots. 
This bird appears to have great difficulty in rising 
from the water on a calm day, and sometimes 
nothing will induce it to fly, although when once on 
wing it flies strong and high, When two or more 
are in company I have never seen them rise ; they 
appear then to trust more to diving for safety ; but 
when a black-throated diver is alone, he will fre- 
quently take to flight most unexpectedly and leave 
the loch altogether. Unluckily, the very great 
beauty of its plumage, and the rarity and difficulty 
of procuring it, make this interesting bird an ob- 
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ject of pursuit amongst bird~stuffers and collectors, 
and this, combined with the price offered for its 
eggs by egg collectors, will soon entirely extirpate 
it from all its present breeding-places. 

The cry of this diver is loud, peculiar, and mourn- 
ful, and it has acquired the local name of rain-goose 
among the Highlanders, owing to its habit of utter- 
ing its croaking call with great perseverance before 
rain or stormy weather. Its other local and Gaelic 
names signify the loch hen, and the great loch hen, 
in distinction to the red-throated diver, which is 
also frequently found in this county. The latter 
bird (Colymbus septentrionalis) is much commoner, 
and is neither so large nor handsome a bird as the 
former. It is also distinguished readily by the light 
brownish red neck, The red-throated diver breeds 
often near small pools and lochs, and lays its eggs 
more frequently on the shore of the main land sur- 
rounding the loch than on an island. It is not so 
shy a bird as the black-throated diver, but not being 
so much valued by collectors, has, I hope, a chance 
of existing some time yet as an inhabitant of Britain 
during the breeding season. 

I found that all the shepherds, gamekeepers, and 
others in this remote part of the kingdom had 
already ascertained the value of the eggs of this 
and other rare birds, and were as eager to search 
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for them, and as loth to part with them (except- 
ing at a very high price), as love of gain could 
make them. Nor had they the least scruple in 
éndeavouring to impose eggs under fictitious names 
on any person wishing to purchase such things. 
Indeed I am very sure that many of the eggs 
sold by London dealers are acquired in this way, 
and are not to be in the least depended on as to 
their identity. 

I was told of a singular heronry situated on a 
lake between Oykel and the inn at Altnagalcanach, 
where the herons breed in great numbers on the 
ground in an island on the loch. The place being 
situated at some distance from the road, I had not 
time to look for it, much as I should have liked to 
have seen the heron building in such a situation ; 
but, as we drove along, I saw several herons winging 
their heavy flight towards the place where I was 
told this lake was situated. 

Before we started from Inchnadamph, wishing to 
procure some eggs of the peregrine falcon, who 
bred in the cliff near the inn, J procured the assist- 
ance of two or three people, one of whom, a young 
man, son of the innkeeper, volunteered to go over 
the face of the rock with a rope round his waist, we 
holding it from above. As it was not only rainy but 
extremely windy, I was not very willing for him to 
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do so. However, as he seemed quite confident in the 
steadiness of his own head and footing, we prepared 
to perform our share of the work. Having fastened 
the rope securely round his body below his arms, 
we lowered him gradually over the ‘summit, imme- 
diately above the nest of the buzzard. He was pro- 
vided also with two or three joints of a fishing-rod, 
and a kind of tin soup-ladle (bearing in this country 
the quaint name of a “ kail-divider”), which was 
fixed into the small end of his rod. The use of this 
was to enable him to spoon the eggs out of the nest, 
in case it was placed, as the nests of these birds often 
are, so far under a shelf of rock as to be inaccessible 
without some such contrivance. Over he went then 
without the smallest hesitation or nervousness, not- 
withstanding the slippery state of the whole rock 
and the violence of the wind. We lowered yard 
by yard of the rope, till he looked like a spider 
hanging at the end of its thread. He then was 
quite lost to our view, having scrambled under some 
projecting rocks, to reach the nest. After a few 
anxious moments, he gave the agreed upon signal 
for being drawn up, and J must say that I was re- 
jeiced when his head appeared again safe above the 
edge of the cliff, holding in his tecth his cap, in 
which he had deposited the eggs. We found that the 
Peregrine’s nest would have been quite inaccessible 
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even to our experienced and bold climber but for 
his long spoon. 

All the time that we had been engaged at the 
buzzard’s nest two pair of hawks were hovering 
about us, keeping certainly at a respectful distance. 
Tt was interesting to observe the different flights of 
the two kinds of hawk—the buzzards sailing to and 
fro with slow but powerful wing, and wheeling in 
large circles ; while the peregrines dashed about, 
turning with rapid and sudden swoops, sometimes 
below us, and sometimes suddenly shooting high 
up into the mist, when we could only tell their exact 
situation by their shrill and angry cries. The buz- 
zards uttered a kind of low complaining cry, of 
quite a different expression and note, as they floated 
to and fro below us. 
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CHAPTER IL 


Inn at Inchnadamph — Liberal System of the Duke of Suther- 
land — Facility of Travelling — Beauty of Country — Loch 
Assynt—Nest of Osprey—Large Spring of Water —Water- 
Ousel -- Dense Mist — Wild Country near Kylesku — Coun- 
try between Kylesku and Scowrie — Nest of Osprey; curious 
position of — Eagle. 

Betxe under a good and liberal landlord is like 

being under a good and liberal government; and 

this we found to be the case at Inchnadamph, 
which is held under the Duke of Sutherland, or 

(as he is equally well known here) the “good Duke ” 

—a title, by the way, his Grace may be prouder of 

than any other that could be invented. Throughout 

the Duke's property here the innkeepers hold their 
houses (and capital ones they are) rent free, and 
have certain other advantages in hiring their land, 
and in having every encouragement that the most 
kind and judicious liberality of the proprietor can 
give them, on (I believe) the express condition that 
their inns should be decently kept, and the charges 
moderate. The consequence of which arrangement is, 
that strangers can travel through this otherwise wild 
and lonely country with every facility and comfort, 
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and without the disagreeable feeling of being doubly 
overcharged because they are strangers. Never- 
theless, with all this facility and comfort, but very few 
strangers do come to see this magnificent scenery, 
simply, I fancy, because it is little known, and not 
yet the fashion. Most visitors to the Highlands 
drive straight from their home in England, or 
elsewhere, to the ground which they have hired for 
grouse-shooting, or other sporting, and after a 
certain number of weeks drive straight back again. 
Very few travel here for the sake of seeing the wild 
scenery of the uorth and north-west part of the 
island, where there is little in the way of game to 
tempt sportsmen. To me, however, it is the most 
attractive part of Scotland ; and the season I delight 
in most is during the months of June and July, 
when the sun scarcely dips below the horizon, and 
it is light during the whole night—light enough, 
indeed, to read small print with ease without the 
aid of candles, or even of the moon. Backed by that 
fine old-looking mountain Benmore of Assyat, the 
inn at Inchnadamph has for its front view the beau- 
tiful and extensive loch of Assynt, and one of the 
finest mountains in the North, called by a name that 
sounds like Coignaghin. To my English ears, how- 
ever, the name was quite unattainable. This moun- 
tain towards its summit forms a singularly-shaped 
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cliff, round which I have generally seen one or two 
golden eagles soaring with strong and majestic flight. 
At Loch Assynt, on a peninsula (once an island, 
and now occasionally so), there are the ruins of an 
old castle. On the summit of the highest part of 
the wall is an immense pile of weather-beaten and 
bleached sticks, which two years ago formed an 
osprey’s nest, but, unluckily, this most interesting 
bird has been killed or driven from its picturesque 
and exposed dwelling-place. Nothing could be 
more characteristic of the bird than this nest, 
perched on the highest corner of the ruin, over- 
hanging the broad lake, which abounds with trout 
of all sizes. The Salmo ferox, or great lake trout, 
is more plentiful in Loch Assynt than in most High- 
land lakes. A short distance above the inn at 
Tochnadamph a spring rises from the limestone rocks 
which it is worth travelling from London to see. 
Direct from the ground bubbles up this spring with 
such power and abundance that it at once forms a 
goodly-sized brook of the most pure and transparent 
water that can be imagined. The smallest trout or 
the smallest pebbles are seen as clearly in its deepest 
pools as if no water intervened. So bright and clear 
are the streams flowing out of limestone, that they 
have rather the effect that a good glass has on a 
Picture than that of making objects indistinct, 
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We started from Inchnadamph inn in good time 
in the morning, intending to reach Scowrie, about 
twenty-one miles distant ; but the road being very 
hilly, and a ferry intervening, we had to reckon on 
many hours of travelling before we reached our 
night’s quarters. I walked on to look at the osprey’s 
nest on the old castle, and an interesting sight it is, 
though I lamented the absence of the birds. Why 
the poor osprey should be persecuted I know not, 
as it is quite harmless, living wholly on fish, of 
which every one knows that there is too great an 
abundance in this country for the most rigid pre- 
#erver to grudge this picturesque bird his share. 
The fact probably is that his skin is worth something 
to keepers and others, as they can always get a 
few shillings for it, and therefore the bird is doomed 
to destruction. The “ auri sacra fames” will soon 
put an end to his race in this country. 

Tn the midst of a steep and tolerably high water- 
fall, perched on a small piece of projecting rock, 
and surrounded by the dashing water, I saw one 
of my favourite birds, the water-ousel, his white 
breast conspicuous even amongst the white foam. 
A twisted birch, and a bunch of bright green fern 
growing out of the rock, constantly watered by the 
spray of the fall, made as pretty a little scene for a 
painter as I ever saw. Water-ousels seem to prefer 
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picturesque dwelling-places, or rather, I suppose, 
they choose such spots as being better suited for 
placing their curious-shaped nest in than any other. 

While I was examining a kind of simple but 
most serviceable stone-mill, used for grinding the 
stone of which these excellent roads are made, 
the carriage came up, and we proceeded. Coming 
to a road leading off the main one, and going straight 
upa hill northwards, Dunbar assured us that this 
was our route; so with rather an envious look at 
the straight, level road before us, which we were 
leaving, we turned our faces to the hill. After going 
about two miles, not quite perpendicularly (the way 
gradually getting worse), we suddenly came to an 
abrupt termination of the track. Through the 
driving mist, which had now become quite thick, 
we saw a most desolate-looking house some few 
hundred yards off, and there found that we had 
turned off the road too soon, and had to retrace our 
steps. 

The next turning off was the right one, and we 
laboured again up the hill, northwards, but with a 
better road. The higher we ascended the denser was 
the mist; and though we occasionally heard the 
grouse-cock crow pretty near us, we could see 
nothing, absolutely nothing, except the road under 
our feet. 
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I.was amused by my friend’s good-natured phi- 
lozophy : when I lamented loudly the curtain of 
mist which was entirely shutting out the magni- 
ficent hill under which we were then passing, he 
comforted me by saying that he preferred almost the 
scene as it then was (the mist occasionally giving us 
a momentary peep at some grey rock, and then 
shutting it out), as it added a kind of mysterious 
interest to the wild scenery through which we were 
passing. 

After working our weary way up hill for some 
time, we crossed the highest ridge of our road and 
began to descend towards the ferry of Kylesku, by 
which we were to pass an arm of the sea that runs 
a considerable distance inland. As we came lower 
the mist gradually disappeared, and at last we were 
fairly out of it, although it remained as dense as 
ever above us, quite concealing all the higher 
grounds. I never saw such a confusion of rock 
and stone as we passed through for some two or 
three miles. The rocks seemed to have been splin- 
tered and broken up by some great convulsion of the 
earth ; all looking broken and angular, none of them 
“wearing a round weather-worn appearance, or being 
much overgrown with heather or herbage. 

Eagles are by no means scarce in this part 
of the country, but as they hunt principally in the 
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higher districts, they are not seen so often as might 
be expected, excepting by an eye that is accustomed 
to them, 

Having rested our horse and drank tea (the only 
meal we could get) at the ferry-house, we managed 
to persuade the landlord, who was also ferryman, to 
leave the hot whisky and water which he was drink- 
ing with some acquaintance of his own at that hour, 
twelve 4.u., and ferry us across. 

We entered into conversation with 2 shepherd on 
the north side of the ferry, who told us of a nest of 
the « Eagle Fisher,” as he called it, on an island in 
a loch not very far from the road ; so we appointed 
the man to meet us the following morning at a 
certain place, and drove on to Scowrie, through a 
suecession of the most wild and rocky passes, along 
which the road is carried with a skill that does 
infinite credit to the engineer who formed it. Occa- 
sionally the scene is varied by glimpses of the sea, 
studded, as it there is, withislands. ‘The country con- 
tinues still of the same aspect ; consisting of the most 
confused and disorderly chaos of broken and rugged 
rocks, but with rank heather, and warm sheltered 
corners and nooks, with little clumps of birch trees 
already in full leaf. Many, too, of the innumerable 
deep-looking lochs by the roadside have islands 
covered with birch and rank heather—the haunts 
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of numbers of otters. There seems a great scarcity 
of birds of all kinds ; which is accounted for by the 
number of marten and wild cats who live here, 
amongst the great and nearly inaccessible masses of 
rock, in the most perfectly undisturbed security. 
Cuckoos, wheatears, and ring-ousels seemed to be 
almost the only feathered inhabitants, with an occa~ 
sional pair of ravens or peregrine falcons. 

The inn at Scowrie, kept by a man of a most 
un-Highland name, viz., “ Tough,” is excellent, and 
most cleanly and comfortable did we find it, and the 
people full of civility. Unluckily there were two 
ship-loads of emigrants on the point of leaving a 
harbour near Scowrie, and their friends were wishing 
them a good voyage in many a bumper of whisky, with 
the usual accompaniment of bagpipes and reels ; so 
that what with their songs, their music, and the beat- 
ing of their feet, as they danced under the inspira~ 
tion both of whisky and pipes, there was a tolerable 
noise kept up till daylight. But mountain travelling, 
and a feeling that it was impossible and unjust to 
be angry with the poor fellows, enabled me soon 
to sleep as comfortably as if all had been still. 

At daylight, according to appointment, I started 
with Mr. Dunbar in the boat, but drawn by a small 
Highland pouy whose services we had engaged, for 
the purpose of getting to the nest of the “Eagle 
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Fisher,” as the osprey is sometimes called in Gaelic. 
At the nearest point of the road to the lake we un- 
shipped the boat, and making traces out of rope, we 
fastened the pony to it, leaving the under carriage 
and wheels by the roadside ; we then managed to get 
the boat to the water’s edge, the pony scrambling, in 
a manner practised only by mountain-bred ponies, 
over bog and rock, dragging the boat after him, 
while we did our utmost to keep it from injury, or 
from getting stuck in the rough ground. 

I was delighted beyond expression at seeing the 
two ozpreys, one of them on the nest and the other 
soaring above the loch, uttering cries of alarm at 
our approach. 

The nest was placed in a most curious situation. 
About a hundred and fifty yards from the shore there 
rose from the deep water a solitary rock about ten 
feet high, shaped like a broken sugar-loaf, or trun- 
cated cone: on the summit of this was the nest—a 
pile of sticks of very great depth, evidently the ac- 
cumulation of many breeding seasons, as the osprey 
returns, year after year, to the same nest. How 
this heap of sticks withstood the winter gales without 
being blown at once into the water, puzzled me. 
In a crevice of the rock was a small tuft or two of 
green, otherwise it was perfectly bare and steep. 

‘We launched our little bark, and were soon 
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pulling strongly against a head wind across the 
loch. ‘The female osprey allowed us to approach 
within two hundred yards or so, and then leaving 
her nest, sailed upwards with a circling fight, till 
she joined her mate high above us. 

Having reached the rock, and with some difficulty 
ascended to the nest, our disappointment may be 
imagined when we found it empty. From the old 
bird having remained on so long, we had made sure 
of finding eggs in it, The nest itself, however, was 
interesting to me, perched as it was on the very sum- 
mit of the rock, and composed of large sticks, every 
one of which must have been a heavy burden for a 
bird of the size of the osprey. In the centre of 
the pile of sticks was a cup-shaped hollow, the size 
of a boy’s cap, lined with moss and dead grass, and 
apparently quite ready to receive eggs. It was of 
no use lamenting, 0 we turned our boat towards 
the landing-place, and drifted back quickly and in 
silence. Some hooded crows, perceiving that both 
the ospreys were off their nest, immediately made a 
dash towards it, and I was much amused at seeing 
the skirmishing between these mischievous and cun- 
ning marauders and the two ospreys; the latter 
fighting simply pro aris et focis, having no eggs or 
young to defend ; while the crows fought lustily in 
the hope only of finding something in the nest, cal- 

cl 
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culating, probably, as we had done, that the ospreys 
would not have been sitting on an empty nest. 

On returning to the inn at Scowrie, I found that 
my friend had been more profitably employed in 
catching a dish of fine-looking though muddy tasted 
trout, in a small rushy loch close to the inn. 

One of the Dake of Sutherland’s foresters 
brought in a very fine white-tailed eagle, which he 
had shot the day before: unluckily the plumage 
was quite destroyed in consequence of the keeper 
having, to “ make sure,” discharged his gun at the 
bird a second time, efter it had fallen, in conse- 
quence of which the head was nearly blown off. I 
procured, however, some feathers for the large 
salmon fly which we fish with in the Spey river, in 
making which the eagle’s feather is the principal 
material employed. 
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CHAPTER III. 


Inn at Scowrie —- Another Osprey's Nest — The old Ospreys; 
Eggs of — The River Laxford — Inn of Rhiconnich — Drive 
to Durness — Beanty of Scenery — Drive round Loch Erriboll 
— Glenmore — Loch Maddie — Crows — Grey Geete; time 
of breeding — Old Nest of Osprey — Stag in the Loch — Foxe 
hound — Blsck-throsted Divers — Aultusharrow — Loch 
‘Laighal — Squall of Wind. 


We were loth to leave our comfortable hostel 
at Scowrie, particularly without visiting the island 
of Handa, a great breeding-place of sea-fowl ; 
but being rather pressed for time, we got again 
under weigh for Durness. Our landlord at Scowrie 
having told us that he had heard that the osprey 
was building on an island in a loch about a mile 
from our road, we left the horse and boat under 
charge of a bare-legged and bare-headed boy, at 
the place he mentioned (a small bridge about three 
miles from Scowrie), and went to a point of rock, 
from which we could command a view of the loch 
in question. We immediately through a glass dis- 
covered the nest of the osprey, built in exactly a 
similar situation to the last ; that is, on the summit 
of a rock about eight feet high, shaped like a trun~ 
cated cone, and standing exposed and alone in the 
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loch. On coming nearer, we could distinguish the 
white head of the female osprey on the nest. The 
male bird was not in view. It was determined that I 
should remain concealed near the loch, while my two 
companions went for the boat. This plan wae 
adopted for the double reason that I might be at 
hand to shoot any hooded crow who might attempt 
to take the eggs while the osprey was off, she having 
left the nest on our approach, and also that I might 
have a chance of shooting the old osprey herself in 
case she came within shot. I must say that I would 
rather she had escaped this fate; but as her skin 
was wanted, I agreed to try to kill her. 

For some time after the departure of my com- 
panions she flew round and round at a great height, 
occasionally drifting away with the high wind, and 
then returning to the loch. She passed two or three 
times, not very far from me, before I shot at her. 
But at last I fired, and the poor bird, after wheeling 
blindly about for a few moments, fell far to leeward 
of me, and down amongst the most precipitous 
and rocky part of the mountain, quite dead. She 
was scarcely down behind the cliffs when I heard 
the cry of an osprey in quite a different direction, 
and on looking that way I saw the male bird 
flying up from a great distance. As he came 
nearer, I could distinguish plainly with my glass 
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that he was carrying a fish in his claws. On ap- 
proaching he redoubled his cries, probably expect- 
ing the well-known answer, or signal of gratitude, 
from his mate; but not hearing her, he flew on 
till he came immediately over the nest. I could 
plainly see him turning his head to the right and 
left, as if looking for her, and as if in astonish- 
ment at her unwonted absence. He came lower 
and lower still, holding the fish in his feet, which 
were stretched out at full length from his body. 
Not seeing her, he again ascended and flew to the 
other end of the lake, the rocks echoing his shrill 
ery. The poor bird, after making one or two cir- 
cuits of the lake, then flew away far out of sight, 
still keeping possession of the fish. He probably 
went to look for the female at some known and 
frequented haunt, as he flew rapidly off in a direct 
line. He soon, however, came over the lake again, 
and continued his flight to and fro and his loud 
cries for above an hour, still keeping the fish ready 
for his mate. I at length heard the voices of my 
friends, and we soon launched the boat. The 
osprey became much agitated as we neared the rock 
where the nest was, and dropped the fish he held 
into the water. We found two beautiful eggs in 
the vest, of a roundish shape; the colour white, 
with numerous spots and marks of a fine rich red 
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brown. As we came away, we still observed the male 
bird unceasingly calling and seeking for his hen. 
T was really sorry that I had shot her, 

This excursion to the lake hindered us so long, 
that, after resting our horse at Rhiconnich, we did 
not reach Durness till late at night. 

From Scowrie to Durness, particularly about 
Rhiconnich, the road winds through a constant 
succession of the most rocky, rugged, and wild glens 
that it is possible to imagine, with here and there 
beautiful sheets of water, deep, and darkly shaded 
by the overhanging rocks, and occasionally by small 
birch woods. Winding round near the mouth of 
the Laxford river, we saw an osprey fishing in, or 
rather over, the pools near the bay. Iam told that 
the Laxford is one of the best, if not quite the best, 
sea-trout stream in the North. There are gloriously 
wild and rocky mountains rising from the landward 
side of the road, with the most fantastic and pic- 
turesque outlines, The bay at Rhiconnich, too, is 
very beautiful. The whole road, indeed, commands 
one constant and endless succession of scenery 
equally magnificent and wild ; nor does the traveller 
drive a mile throughout this journey without some 
new and most interesting view—varied, too, as it is 
by rock, water, and mountain, by the rich brown of 
the heather, the vivid green of the birch woods, and 
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the grassy banks of some of the streams, and also 
by the deep blue of the lochs, The eye never 
wearies of being kept constantly occupied in ad- 
miring the surrounding objects. I shall not forget, 
however, one part of our drive between Rhiconnich 
and Durness, where the road passes over a wild 
and dreary hill-side, at a considerable height above 
the valley below us. Here for some miles we were 
exposed to the coldest and most driving and wettest 
mist that ever disgraced a May day. Nothing could 
be seen twenty yards from the road excepting the 
drifting clouds. Luckily the wind was behind us, as 
it would have been almost impossible to have faced it. 
It cleared off again, however ; and before we reached 
Durness the night was as calm and bright as the 
morning had been. We did not arrive at Durness 
till eleven at night, and then we found no one 
up; indeed we had great difficulty in finding the 
inn, as there was nothing to distinguish it from any 
other house in the scattered village, excepting that 
it was considerably larger than its neighbours. 
After some time, however, we did find one person 
awake, and got comfortably housed in this very 
excellent inn. 

Nothing can exceed the sea view from Durness, 
as you look along the varied line of abrupt rocks to 
the cliff called “ Far-out Head,” which is very 
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nearly if not quite es northerly a point as Cape 
Wrath. 

Having passed the end of Loch Erribol!, and 
having procured a feed of corn for our horse from 
Mr. Clark (the tenant of the sheep farm here), we 
worked a zigzag course up the largest and steepest 
Lill we had to contend with throughout our whole 
journey. Then descending, we passed the face of a 
hill, cut and intersected by numberless small streams 
of the most pure and transparent water that I ever 
saw, which take their rise from the limestone rocks 
above. 

Loch Erriboll is one of the numerous creeks reach~ 
ing into the main Jand from the North Sea, and often 
serving for a refuge to shipping, which otherwise 
must inevitably perish in every violent north and 
north-east wind on this iron-bound coast. On our 
way from this loch we passed the head of a fine fresh- 
water lake, Loch Hope, and up a magnificent glen 
called Glenmore (I believe), the sides of which, 
woody and precipitous, abound in the wilder fera 
nature of the island. Wild and marten cats live here 
in peace, and we frequently saw eagles sailing about 
the higher cliffs, and sometimes perched on some 
pinnacle of rock. We found out by chance a very 
perfect echo, repeating every word, and even sen- 
tences, with the greatest exactness, and passing from 
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one side of the valley to the other till the sounds 
died away in an indistinct murmur. 

After emerging from this splendid strath we 
arrived at the edge of a wide loch with many green 
islands on it, called Loch Maddie. Here again we 
put our boat afloat, and leaving our luggage, &., 
under charge of Leo, while J—— fished, Mr. 
Dunbar and I went to search the islands in order 
to discover what birds were breeding there. We 
found several hooded crows’ nests in the birch-trees 
on the islands, where they had hitherto lived and 
plundered in perfect security. However, we de- 
stroyed their eggs and young without mercy, and 
shot the birds themselves whenever and wherever 
we could. 

"The hooded crow is the only bird against whom 
I wage constant and unpitying warfare ; I have so 
constantly detected them destroying my most fa- 
vourite birds and their eggs, that I have no pity on 
them. Wealso found in these islands many nests of 
the Grey lag goose. To make sure of the species 
I shot some of the old birds, it having been rather 
a disputed question amongst several of my friends 
whether the goose breeding in this country is the 
Grey lag (Anser ferus) or the Bean goose (Anser 
segetum). All the geese on Loch Maddie were 
the Grey lag ; indeed I never saw any of the Bean 
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geese breeding in Sutherland, excepting on the 
islands of Loch Shin, where a few still breed 
annually in spite of the constant and cruel war- 
fare waged against them. The number of eggs 
in each nest was from four to seven, and they had 
all been apparently sat upon for. some time : indeed 
we found one brood of young birds at least four or 
five days old. This being on the 18th of May, 
proves that this bird arrives at its breeding-place 
very early. A goose sits a month, so that sup- 
posing these young birds were four days old, it 
carries back the time when the old bird commenced 
sitting to the 14th of April; and then allowing 
ten days for the bird to prepare her nest and lay, 
her eggs, the Grey lag goose cannot arrive at 
the breeding-places later than the Ist or 2nd of 
April. The Bean goose arrives in Morayshire and 
that part of Scotland from the south as nearly as pos- 
sible in the third week of March, their arrival afew 
days earlier or later depending on the state of the 
weather ; and the flocks do not leave that country till 
the 29th or 30th of April, some few even remaining 
several days afterwards. This fact shows a great 
distinction in the habits of the two kinds of geese ; 
for while the Bean goose (Anser seyetum) is still 
fattening on the oat and pea fields, the Grey lag 
goose (Anser ferus) has already laid, and is nearly 
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hatching her eggs, in the wilds of Sutherland. In 
one island, containing a few stunted birch-trees, we 
saw an old osprey’s nest, not now tenanted ; but I am 
told that the old birds were inhabiting it two years 
ago. The nest was most interesting: it was placed 
in a fork of the tree so low that we could see into it 
without climbing, and it consisted of a perfect cart- 
load of sticks, varying from the size of a very stout 
walking-stick down to the twigs of birch and heather 
of which the inner part of the fabric was com- 
posed. I did not measure the nest, but as nearly 
as I could guess, it was not less than eight feet in 
length, and nearly four in width; the depth too 
was very great; the inner lining was composed of a 
coarse kind of grass that grows in these islands. 
Although the nest must have weathered many a 
winter storm of wind, snow, and rain, and was quite 
bleached, it was still fixed firmly in the fork of the 
birch-tree. To have seen the ospreys building up 
this great and strong mass would have repaid one 
for a journey of many a long mile. 

Wilson mentions that in America the osprey 
builds constantly in trees, but in this country it 
seldom does so, probably from the want of trees 
suitable for the purpose. I have been told, how- 
ever, that a nest is still to be seen on a tree in one 
of the large pine-woods in Strathspey. 
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A very curious circumstance happened on the 
eame island, which strongly indicated the habits 
of red deer during the season when their horns are 
soft and liable to injury. The island, which is 
scarcely a rifle-shot in length, and less in breadth, 
is very rough, and cut up like an old peat moss, but 
covered with very high heather and coarse grass, in 
which the wild goose forms her nest. While I was 
looking about quietly in the broken clefts and 
ground for these nests, a large stag suddenly 
rose at my very feet out of a deep hollow—that is, 
deep comparatively speaking, and just sufficiently 
so for a stag to lie in. The wind was high, and he 
either had not heard me, or he remained quiet in 
hopes that I should pass without perceiving him ; 
at any rate he did not move till I nearly stepped 
upon him, He then rose, and in two springs was 
in the water and swimming strongly and bravely 
for the opposite mountain. A stag swims with very 
great speed and ease : inashort time he reached the 
shore, which was a good half-mile from the island, 
and haying shaken himself, I saw him through my 
glass take a long look back, and then he trotted 
slowly up the shoulder of the hill. In my nume- 
Tous deer-stalking excursions I certainly never was 
so near to an unwounded deer: he had evidently 
been living in solitary security for some time on the 
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island, and feeding on the coarse grass and plants. 
He probably had been there ever since he had cast 
his horns, as the new ones were about five or six 
inches in length. 

While on this island, too, another interesting in- 
cident took place. We heard the baying of a 
hound on the shore. At first I imagined that some 
fox-hunter’s dog had strayed away in pursuit of and 
was still running a fox or deer; but on looking 
with my glass, I saw a fine fox-hound sitting on a 
point of land which reached into the lake, and 
howling in a manner which plainly showed he had 
lost his master ; and having heard me fire at a crow, 
he imagined that I was the person be was in search 
of. After howlmg for a minute or two, till the 
hills around echoed with his deep voice, the gallant 
dog swam into the loch, and made for an island on 
which I had fired at a grey crow. 1 saw him land 
and, with nose to the ground, take up our track ; 
but after a little hesitation he found that the scent 
was not that of his master, nor of any one he knew, 
so plunging into the loch again he made for the 
main land, and having reached it after a stout 

. battle with the waves (the wind then being high), 
he continued his search round the shore of the lake, 
taking, however, no further notice of us, although 
I fired one or two more shots within his hearing. 
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The instinct and reasoning of the dog struck me 
as very great in his manner of trying if we belonged 
to the party who had been up to the high ground 
before daybreak in pursuit of a lamb-killing fox; 
for we afterwards heard that the fox-hunter of the 
district had been following his avocation on the 
heights of Ben Cleebrick that morning, and that 
some of his dogs had strayed away from him in 
pursuit, probably, of a deer, though he owned only 
to their having followed a fox. 

As we were rowing back to the point where we 
launched the boat, we suddenly came upon no less 
than six of those beautiful birds, the black-throated 
diver. We pursued them immediately, and drove 
them up into a small bay of the lake: there after 
much trouble we managed to shoot one, the rest 
escaping by diving under the boat or round it, and 
getting off into the wide part of the loch. None 
of them attempted to take flight, although so hard 
pressed and hemmed up into a corner of the Jake. 
‘When one was separated from the rest, he generally 
began to croak in the voice peculiar to these birds. 
In consequence of their swimming so low in the 
water and their great strength, it is very difficult 
to shoot them, particularly as when they are once 
alarmed they dive so suddenly that they are fre- 
quently too quick even for a percussion gun. 
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When alone, this bird takes wing readily enough, 
and flies off to some neighbouring lake with a 
quick and lofty flight. 

‘We found our luggage safe under the care of 
the faithful dog, who had never left his charge, and 
before dark we arrived at the inn of Aultnaharrow, 
which is situated near one of the finest lakes in 
the country, Loch Naver. Like all the inns in 
Sutherland which are under the efficient and liberal 
management of the Duke's factors, Aultnaharrow 
is clean and comfortable, 

The following day, leaving my friend to fish in 
Loch Naver, I drove off in the boat, accompanied 
by Dunbar and one of Lord Ellesmere’s foresters 
who lives close to the inn, for a loch called Loch 
Laighal, or, as it is pronounced, Loch Loyal. This 
is another fine sheet of water several miles in length, 
with a few islands, the breeding-places of grey 
geese and numberless gulls. There were vast 
flocks of that magnificent bird the great black- 
backed gull (Zarus marinus), and also of the lesser 
Dlack-backed gull (Larus fuscus). The former is 
a most splendid and beautiful bird, with its pure 

“black and white plumage, and a stretch of wing 
little less than that of the golden eagle. 

‘We had scarcely launched our boat on the water, 
leaving the forester on shore, as our tiny craft scarcely 
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held three people comfortably, when a squall of wind 
came on, blowing down the side of Ben Loyal ina 
perfect hurricane right from the shore which we had 
just left. Short as the distance was, we could not 
row back against it, and had nothing left for it 
but to go before the wind right across the large 
loch, fully a mile anda half in width at that part. 
At the same time, owing to the lowness of the 
stern, our only chance of safety was to keep the 
head of the boat to windward, a matter of no small 
difficulty, as the wind blew in the most violent gusts 
and increased every moment. The slightest turn 
of the boat, which would bring her at all broadside 
to the wind, must have instantly swamped her, and 
with this pleasant prospect before us we went with 
fearful speed across the loch. The only thing I 
dreaded was, that anything should give way about 
the oars, or the pins that they worked upon, as 
nothing could then have saved us. However, Diis 
aliter visum, aad we landed safely, but wet enough, 
on tae opposite shore, and right glad we both were 
when we looked back at the water, which was per- 
fectly white with foam, to feel our feet once more 
on terra firma. J mention this incident as a warning * 
to any person who may fish or sail on any of these 
fresh-water lakes surrounded by mountains, to be- 
ware of sudden squalls of this kind; for in this 
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instance nothing but a strong arm and good rowing 
saved us from certain drowning, which would never- 
theless have been our fate had the least bolt or 
fastening given way about the oars, for once broach~ 
ing to must have swamped us. The wind aoon fell, 
the day became hot, and the beautiful lake with its 
green banks was again as smooth as glass, Few of 
the gulls had laid, but we found some more eggs of 
the Grey lag goose, One nest was ina very peculiar 
situation for a wild goose, being in the midst of and 
overhung by a thicket of small dirch trees, The 
otter seems to live in undisturbed security in the 
islands on all these lakes, as the heather, &c., is full 
of their roads and marks. 

On the stones near the lake I picked up a large 
adder. As I held her up by her throat it was 
curious to see the fierce expression of rage the 
creature put on, and also how its long teeth pro- 
jected, as if eager to be fastened in my hand, while 
a drop of bright yellow liquid oozed out at the 
points of each of its venomous fangs. I kuew that 
this was the poison, but had no idea that these 
reptiles could produce so large a quantity at once. 

Loch Laighal, Loch Maddie, and Loch Naver all 
abound in the finest trout, and contain alzo plenty of 
the Salmo ferox or great lake trout, which is caught 
only by trolling, or by lines baited with small fish, 
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In Loch Naver there are plenty of salmon: I am 
told that they rise freely and well when the wind is 
from the south-east, but seldom when it blows from 
any other quarter, 
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CHAPTER IV. 


Retorn to Sutherland — Travelling from Edinburgh — Skye 
Terrier; peculiarities of —- Lairg — Loch Shin — River 
Shin — Reserve of the English — Mr. Young’s Experiments 
respecting Salmon ; Anecdotes of Salmon; Manner of Spawn- 
ing ; Food of Salmon — Drive to Aultuabarrow — Curlews, 
&e, — Loch Naver — Phslaropes — Widgeon — Green- 
shank, &e, 

June 9th.—Havrxe been called suddenly to Eng- 

land in the midst of my rambles in Sutherlandshire 

in May, I did not find myself again in that county 
till the 9th of June. Travelling (that is, the mere 
act of passing along the road) takes up very little 
of your time nowadayz. You go from London to 

Edinburgh in about thirteen houre, and a good 

steamer takes the traveller from Granton Pier to 

Invergordon in Ross-shire quickly and comfortably 

enough ; that is, I left Granton at 6 a.m. on the 

6th, and landed at Invergordon early in the evening 
of the 7th, accompanied only by a Skye terrier, who 
from his earliest childhood, or rather puppyhood, 
has always managed to atick closely to me. In 

wild-fowl shooting, when no dog is required save a 

quiet retriever, Fred (so was he christened by some 

of my children) is always allowed to accompany me, 
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as from his quiet discretion he is never in the way. 
Tn roe-shooting also he is allowed to remain at my 
feet while I am waiting in a pass. At the same 
time, if permitted to hunt, no kind of animal, run- 
ning or flying, quadruped or biped, comes amiss to 
him, and he is equally at home in any ground, rock, 
or loch. There is a kind of quiet, discretionary 
courage that some of these rough terriers have 
which is very amusing—nothing seems to put them 
out, and Fred is as much at home in a crowded 
railway station or London street as he is in a furze- 
cover, He rather annoys me sometimes when tra- 
yelling, for as soon as he has seen me safely housed 
in an hotel, he is very apt to wander off in search 
of adventures and acquaintance of his own through 
the town, wherever it is; and although it may be a 
new place to him, he invariably finds his way back 
to my room for the time being, regardless of all 
obstacles in the form of waiters, chambermaids, &c. 
I used to be afraid of losing him, but after some 
experience of his ways, I find that I may safely leave 
him to his own devices; for having once or twice 
despatched ostlers and boys in all directions to 
search for him, I perceived that he always came * 
back alone, looking rather ashamed of himself, and 
not venturing to make himeelf very prominent in 
the room till he had examined the expression of my 
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face from under a chair or sofa, for dogs are great 
physiognomists. Then, on seeing that I am gene- 
rally too pleased at his return to be angry at his 
absence, he comes out of his place of refuge wrig- 
gling his long rough body about in all sorts of 
coaxing but uncouth attitudes, and at last putting 
his honest rough face in my hand or on my knee, 
he finds that peace is declared, and he waits pa- 
tiently till I take hat in hand again ; for once having 
explored the streets, he seems to take no further 
interest in the place. 

There is no end or limit to the quaint conceits 
of some terriers of this kind, when they live in con- 
stant intercourse with their masters. Fred’s great 
attachment to my children, too, makes him a uni- 
yersal fuvourite in the house, and he walks about 
with them amongst their pet animals, apparently 
taking as much interest in them as the children do 
themselves. I must say, however, that he requires 
a formal introduction to any new living acquisition 
of this kind ; but once introduced to them, they are 
safe from his strong white teeth for ever. 

These terriers are excellent swimmers, and are 
apparently as much at their ease in the water as on 
land. Fred is as web-footed as an otter. Some 
dogs dislike accompanying one to the river side only 
to look on. Indeed, one retriever which I had be- 
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came so bored and ennuyé with this work, that at 
Yast I had only to show him my fishing-rod to in- 
duce him immediately to retire to some hiding- 
place rather than be asked to accompany me. An- 
other retriever, on the contrary, always took the 
most lively interest in my fishing, watching the fly 
and getting into a state of great excitement when- 
ever I hooked a fish: indeed, if allowed to do so, 
he would go in and land the fish, taking it carefully 
and delicately by the back in his teeth; but as he 
often got entangled in the line and did mischief, E 
was obliged to stop this. A great treat, however, 
to this dog was to put some living sea trout into 
any shallow pool where he could catch them and 
brig them one by one to whoever carried the 
fishing-basket. 

LT have no doubt that many wild animals, such as 
the fox, wild cat, polecat, &c., catch numbers of fish 
during their nocturnal wanderings. Their tracks 
about the water’s edge have frequently convinced 
me of this: the fish, too, being apt to take to the 
shallows at night, are easier caught than in the 
daytime. 

To return, however, to Sutherlandshire. On the 
‘7th of June I arrived at the good town of Tain, and 
on the 9th was at Lairg Inn. An excellent place 
of rest, too, is the inn at Lairg, and the situation 
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beautiful beyond description—at any rate it is so 
on a fine day; but situated as it is at the end of 
Loch Shin, a Highland lake about eighteen miles 
in length, the prospect from the inn windows must 
be very different on a wild autumn day, with wind 
and sleet driving up from the west, from what it 
was on the fine June evening on which I arrived. 
The view combines the most happy mixture of 
mountain, water, and greea herbage, dotted with 
fine old birch-trees: a few picturesque buildings, 
too, which are seen from the inn, add to the happy 
and riant expression of the scene. 

The Shin river, which runs out of the lake near 
the inn, is a fine and picturesque stream, charming 
to the eye of both painter and fisherman, The 
Shin salmon are of a large size and very plentiful. 
I stopped for half an hour or so at the falls, two or 
threc miles from the lake, and saw a great number 
of salmon, and even trout, leaping ; some of them 
succeeded in passing up, others fell back into the 
pool below, in consequence of not having leaped 
with sufficient strength, or from having miscalculated 
the distance and angle at which to take the leap. 
All the scenery about the falls of the Shin is very 
beautiful: the steep and lofty hill which comes 
down to the water’s edge is covered with wood, 
and, at this time of the year, was alive with singing 

voL. L D 
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birds of all kinds ; whilet the coo of the woodpigeon, 
and the shrill cry of the kestrel as she hovered 
with quivering wings over our heads, combined to 
please the eye and ear. 

‘We were rather amused with the truly English 
determination which was shown by a gentleman (who, 
like ourselves, was admiring the falls) not to center 
into conversation, or indeed to admit that he was 
aware of our presence. Perched on the extreme 
point of rock overlooking the falls, for above half an 
hour he turned his back most resolutely towards us, 
as we sat immediately bebind him. 

It is part of the nature of Englishmen to look 
upon all strangers as intruders, if not as enemies ; 
and yet many a pleasant acquaintance and friend- 
ship have I formed without any forma! introduction, 
being, Iam happy to say, un-English enough not 
to be afraid of committing myself or of losing caste 
by addressing a stranger. Throughout life I always 
find that civility is met by civility, wherever it may 
be bestowed. At the same time nothing is easier 
than to put a stop to impertinence, should one meet 
with it. 

En route to Lairg I called on Mr. Young, who - 
is manager of the Duke of Sutherland’s fisheries in 
the county. He received me with great civility, 
and kindly gave me much curious and interesting 
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information respecting the habits of salmon and 
trout, having studied their natural history, and 
having lived, as it were, amongst fish during his 
whole life. Mr. Young has made such good use of 
the opportunities which his position has afforded 
him, that he has thrown considerable light on the 
history of the inhabitants of an element in which 
we cannot follow them. His patience in trying 
experiments with the spawn and young of the 
salmon has euabled him to explain many parts of 
their history which had hitherto been obscure, or at 
best but imperfectly understood. ‘The encourage- 
ment, too, which he has always met with from the 
Duke, has still further enabled him to bring o 
naturally acute and inquiring mind to bear on the 
point in question. For some years he managed 
(by forming artificial spawning-beds or ponds) to 
have the ova under his immediate observation from 
the hour of their being deposited to the time that in 
the shape of “smolts” (I think that is the local 
name) of four to six inches in length, the young 
salmon go down to their mysterious feeding nur- 
series in the depths of the ocean. Mr. Young 
» kindly showed me numerous specimens preserved 
in spirits of wine of the gradual development and 
growth of the fish, from its egg estate, when it looks 
like a small pea, to its full maturity. 
D2 
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Strange as it seems, it would certainly appear 
from his observations that a salmon may be kept 
for any length of time in a river without growing 
beyond the weight of two to four ounces, and he 
showed me specimens of salmon which, though of 
perfect form and condition, did not exceed that size ; 
whereas had they been allowed to reach the sea, 
they would at the same age have weighed from 
six to ten pounds each. The growth of salmon 
when in the sea is wonderful, it having been indis- 
putably proved that a salmon has grown eleven 
pounds six ounces during the short period of five 
weekz and two days: the fish having been marked 
on its passage to the sca, was caught again im the 
same river when ascending, after an interval of 
that duration. 

The destruction of salmon during their passage 
to, and residence in, the sea must be wonderful, and 
defies all calculation. Did all the fish, which de- 
scend as fry, return as salmon, the rivers would not 
hold them. ‘Their enemies are countless ; every 
fish and every sea-fowl preys and fattens on them. 
At the mouths of rivers, and indeed at every shal- 
low on their passage, thousands of gulls and other 
birds prey upon the fry, while trout and eels are 
feeding on them under water. Assoon as they reach 
the sea too, fish of all kinds are ready to devour them, 
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Mr. Young told me also that his young family of 
salmon fry which he hatched and kept confined in 
ponds connected with the river always become per- 
fectly tame, and the moment that he ageps on the 
plank laid across the ponds for the purpose of feed- 
ing the fish from, they all flock round him ready to 
dart at the food he puts in. In some of the ponds 
he had put a number of small eels, which soon grew 
in size, and became as tame and familiar as the 
young salmon, As the cold weather came on, the 
eels all disappeared, and he supposed that they 
hed managed to escape, led by their instinct to 
take refuge in some deeper pools. However, one 
fine spring day, when he had long ceased to think of 
his slimy pets, he happened to pass over one of the 
planks, when he was delighted to see them all 
issue out from under the stones asking for food, as 
if aday only, instead of many weeks, had passed 
since he last had fed them. Does not this most 
clearly prove that eels lie dormant during cold 
weather ? 

I asked Mr. Young if he could explain why at 
the mouths of rivers, when angling, one always 

- catches such a variety of trout—a variety which 
does not exist at some distance from the sea, each 
and every stream having its own peculiar species, 
His opinion, founded on practical experiment and 
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long experience, coincided much with mine founded 
on mere casual and unscientific observation, namely, 
that the sea trout and river trout sometimes breed 
with each pther, thus forming a great variety of 
shade and colour. He also states that the female 
salmon will breed with a male trout, which he says 
has been clearly proved by close observation, in the 
following manner :—A pair of salmon, male and 
female, being seen forming their spawning-bed to- 
gether, the male salmon was killed with a spear and 
taken out of the water. The female immediately 
dropped down the stream to the next pool, and 
after a certain interval returned with another male. 
He having shared the same fate as his predecessor, 
the female again went down to the pool, and 
Drought up another male. The same process was 
gone on with of spearing the male, till the widowed 
fish, finding no more of her own kind remaining 
in the pool, returned at last accompanied by a large 
Tiver trout, who assisted her in forming the spawn- 
ing-bed, &c. with the same asziduity that he would 
have used had she been a trout instead of a salmon ; 
the female appearing to be determined that her ova 
should not be left in the gravel without being fer- 
tilized by the male, thus taking the trout as a pis 
aller, and carrying out the proverb—“ si on n’a 
pas ce qu’on aime, il faut aimer ce qu’on a.” 
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The process of preparing the spawning-beds 
is curious. The two fish come up together to a 
convenient place, shallow and gravelly. Here they 
commence digging a french across the stream, . 
sometimes making it several inches deep. In this 
the female deposits her eggs, or ova; and she having 
left the bed, the male takes her place, and deposits 
his spawn on the ova of the female. The difference 
may be perhaps easily exemplified by the soft and 
hard roe of a herring; the former being that of the 
male, and without this the hard roe or ova of the 
female fish would be barren. When the male has 
performed his zhare of the work, they both make a 
fresh trench immediately above the former one, thus 
covering up the spawn in the first trench with the 
gravel taken out of the second: the same process 
is repeated till the whole of their spawn is de- 
posited, when the fish gradually work their way 
down to the salt water to recruit their lost strength 
and energy. 

The spawn is thus left to be hatched in due time, 
but is sometimes destroyed by floods, which bury it 
too deep, or sweep it entirely away ; at other times 
it is destroyed by want of water, a dry ecason reduc- 
ing the river to so small a size as to Jeave the beds 
exposed to the air. The time required to hatch 
the eggs depends much on the state of the weather ; 
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in warm seasons they are hatched much quicker 
than in cold. The details I have here given are 
very imperfect ; but perhaps they may induce those 
interested im the subject to read a little work pub- 
lished by Mr. Young, the result of his observations 
and experience for many years, 

It is a common opinion that no food is ever found 
in the stomach of a salmon; but this is quite 
erroncous. On first entering the rivers they are 
often perfectly gorged with small ecls ; fry, and even 
good-sized herring are constantly found in them; 
showing that the salmon is as voracious a fish as 
his cousin the trout. When in fresh water they do 
not seem to have the same voracity. That they do 
feed on small fish, &c. however, in lake and river 
cannot be doubted, as we know that trolling with 
parr is as efficient a way of killing salmon in 
several waters as fly-fishing, though not so gencrally 
practised : nay, many a salmon dies an ignoble death 
from taking a worm. 

This year I was fishing on a river in the North of 
Scotland, near a town where there was plenty of 
anglera, young and old, good and bad. There was 
one old piscator, who was most assiduous in his at- 
tention to the river, and whom I have seen for hours 
together at one small pool; changing his bait 
from fly to worm and from worm to fly, as he fan- 
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cied the inclinations of the fish might be turned. at 
the moment. One day we saw him in his usual 
Position at the head of a rocky pool, and found that 
he had risen a salmon. After tempting the fish 
with every fly contained in an old bible, which 
served as a fishing-book, without success, he told us, 
as we greeted him in passing, that he would have 
the fish before dark: and sure enough, late in the 
evening, while taking a stroll up the river, we met 
the old gentleman coming home, and after a little 
coquetry on the subject, he produced the salmon, 
wrapped up in a snuffy pocket handkerchief, and 
crammed into his trousers, where he carried it in 
order to avoid notoriety on the subject. Not having 
permission, I fancy, to kill salmon in the river, he 
had killed the fish with a worm late in the evening, 
after everything else had failed. 

The first few miles of the drive from Lairg to 
Aultnaharrow we skirt the edge of Loch Shin, 
passing through a beautiful wood of birch, at this 
season (June) full of singing-birds, woodpigcons, 
&c. Beyond this we pass for many miles through a 
desolate and dreary-looking range of hill ground— 
the more desolate-looking too from the ground 
being covered with a kind of coarse grass, instead 
of the rich brown red of the heather. The number 
of curlews and golden plovers is very great all 
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along this grassy tract of country. The plovers are 
very tame, running along the road in front of the 
horse, and at last only flying a few yards to some 
higher hillock or stone, where they stop watching 
us till we pass. These birds have their nests rather 
high up on the hills: their eggs are peculiarly large 
and beautifully marked, the prevailing colour being 
a brown, shaded and spotted with darker markings 
of a brownish-green colour. It is very difficult, 
however, to describe the eggs of many of these 
birds, no two of them being exactly alike. The 
curlews are far more shy and wary, and as long as 
we are within sight they keep up a loud unceasing 
ery of alarm, wheeling round and round, but gene- 
rally at a tolerably respectful distance. I saw 
some young curlews on the ground, and got out to 
examine them ; they are curious, long-legged, top- 
heavy, little fellows, and when pursued seemed to 
trip themselves up in their hurry, and to tumble 
head foremost into every hole in their way. The 
Dill of the young bird is as short as that of a golden 
plover. When I held it in my hand to examine the 
curious plumage, or rather down which covered it, 
the little bird looked up at me with its groat dark 
prominent eye with such an expression of confidence 
and curiosity, that had I been the most determincd 
collector of specimens of birds, I could not have re- 
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frained from putting him carefully down on the 
ground again: when I did so he ran up to the top 
of a little grassy hillock, and looked round for his 
screaming parents, who, at a safe distance, were 
wheeling with a most wonderful outcry round the 
head of my terrier. 

One cannot understand why a curlew’s bill should 
be curved in the curious manner in which it is. 
‘The end of the bill is, like that of a woodcock, 
furnished with a set of delicate nerves to enable it 
to feel its food under the ground. In those parts of 
the country where curlews are numerous, the moist 
turnip fields are generally bored all over by them. 
I tried for trout in Loch Naver (close to the inn at 
Aultnaharrow), and caught some fine and excel- 
lent: fish for our supper. 

In the swampy ground near the west end of the 
lake a vast number of birds seem to breed. Snipes, 
curlews, redsbanks, plovers, &c. &c., all keep up a 
constant cry of alarm on any intrusion into their 
dominion. While I was fishing, Mr. Dunbar called 
my attention to two beautiful little birds near the 
edge of the water, which he pronounced to be the red- 
necked phalarope. Not having any specimens in 
his collection, he went to the inn for a gun, while I 
sat down to watch them. The red-necked phala- 
Tope is certainly the most beautiful little wader of 
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iny acquaintance. There were a pair of them, male 
and female, feeding near the loch, in a little pool 
which was covered with weeds of different kinds. 
Nothing could be more graceful than the movements 
of these two little birds as they swam about in 
search of inscets, &. Sometimes they ran lightly 
on the broad leaves of the water-lily, which served 
them for a raft and entircly kept them out of the 
water, Though not exactly web-footed, the phala- 
rope swims with the greatest ease. The attachment 
of these two birds to cach other seemed very great : 
whenever in their search for food they wandered so 
far apart as to be hidden by the intervening weeds, 
the male bird stopped feeding suddenly, and, look- 
ing round, uttered a low and musical call of inquiry, 
which was immediately answered by the female 
in a different note, but perfectly expressive of her 
answer, which one might suppose to be to the pur- 
port that she was at hand and quite safe: on hear- 
ing her the male immediately recommenced feed- 
ing, but at the same making his way towards her ; 
she also flew to meet him: they then joined com. 
pany fur a moment or two, and after a few little 
notes of endearment, turned off again in different 
directions. This scene was repeated a dozen times 
while I was watching them. They scemed to have 
not the slightest fear of me, for frequently they 
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came within a yard of where I was sitting, and, 
after looking up, they continued catching the small 
water-insects, &c., on the weeds without minding 
my presence in the least. 

After having apparently exhausted the food in 
one pool, on a signal from the male they suddenly 
both took wing, and flew away to a fresh feeding- 
place two or three hundred yards off, where we 
afterwards found them. Though we could not dis- 
cover their nest, I have no doubt that they had eggs 
very near the spot where we saw them. Indeed, on 
dissecting the female we found two eggs in her, 
nearly full-sized, so that probably she had already 
deposited the other two, which would have made her 
number compicte. I find no account of this bird 
breeding on the main land of Scotland. 

A great many widgeon breed about Loch Naver, 
I saw several drakes sitting on the points of grass 
running out into the lake, shining brightly in their 
beautiful and variegated summer dress, I also 
came upon an old duck-widgeon, who kept fluttering 
round my feet. On looking closely I found about 
seven young widgeon two or three days old, very 
like wild ducks of the same age, but baving, instead 
of the green colour of the young mallard, a kind of 
reddish brown tinge over the whole of their down. 
They soon scuttled away iuto the lake, and we 
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presently saw them swimming fer out with the old 
bird. The number of young redshanks, peewits, 
&c., seemed very great. The terrier found them 
everywhere. The redshank has a merry and not 
unmusical note as he flies round and round with 
great rapidity on his nest being approached. I saw 
no greenshanks about Loch Naver, but plenty of 
them about the smaller and more lonely rushy 
lakes on the hills. The note of the greenshank 
is musical, and not quite so shrill as that of the 
redshank. Its flight, too, is different, making 
longer strokes with the wing; it darts with sudden 
jerks through the air, somewhat in the manner 
of a dragon-fly; sometimes hovering, and then 
darting downwards with great quickness. The nest 
of the greenshank is particularly difficult to find. 
I never found one myself, and have only once heard 
of its haying been discovered. There is a peculiarity 
about the egg which, though difficult to describe, 
immediately strikes the observer, if he is at all 
learned in birds’ eggs. The prevailing colour is 
olive-green. The shell seems of a fine texture, and 
the spots are smal], but numerous. 

A forester brought me four eggs, which he said 
were those of the jack snipe. Though I have every 
reason for thinking that he would not wilfully have 
deceived me, I suspect that he was mistaken in the 
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bird, and that the action of the hen snipe when dis- 
turbed from her nest being unlike her usual flight, 
made him believe her to be the jack snipe instead 
of the common one, The eggs were certainly 
small for a snipe, but not smaller than I have some- 
times seen them, I have never read any account 
of the jack snipe breeding in Scotland that I cou- 
sidered well authenticated. There is every pro- 
bability that a few birds, unequal to the long flight 
of their migration, may remain in this country 
during the eummer. But notwithstanding the 
eager search wade for the nest by egg collectors, it 
has never yet been found in Scotland. I heard 
that the jack suipe had been seen breuling near 
Tongue, but the gamekeeper there says that this 
is not the case, and that probably the dunlin was 
mistaken for that bird. 
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CHAPTER V. 


Length of Day — Sedge Warbler — Different Birds near Loch 
Naver ~ Ben Cleebrick — Rain — Loch Maddie — Frost 
— Ben Laighal — Foxes — Sheep Killing — Catching Wild 
Ducks — Peregrine Faleon; Manner of catching their Young 
— Golden Eagles — Tongue — Fine Seenery of Bay of Tongue 
and Islands — Wild Cat — Seals. 

Tue nights at this season are most enjoyable ; in 
fact, there is no darkness. I went out of the inn 
at midnight, and was much amused at hearing 
the different cries of the birds. Close to the door is 
a small enclosed clump of larch, where the grass 
and weeds are very high and rank. In this little 
patch it seems that a sedge warbler had made her 
nest. All day long had the male bird been singing 
to his mate, and now at midnight he was still uttering 
unceasingly his merry note: I never met with so 
indefatigable a songster; night or day he seemed 
never to weary. 

Towards the loch a constant tumult was kept up 
amongst the waders and waterfowl. High in the 
air was heard the common snipe, carning his Gaelic . 
name of “ air goat” by his incessant bleating ery ; 
while redshanks, curlews, golden plovers, and pee- 
wits, all seemed to be as lively as if it had been 
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noon instead of midnight; occasionally, too, both 
widgeon and teal were heard to whistle each after 
its own peculiar fashion; and the quack of the 
common mallard was also constant. Now and then 
a note expressive of alarm was uttered by some 
bird, and immediately a dead silence was kept by 
the whole community for a few moments; but this 
was soon succeeded by a greater noise than ever, 
particularly amongst the peewits, which seemed by 
their cries to be darting ahout the head of some 
intruder or enemy. Probably on these occasions a 
fox, wild cat, or owl had made his appearance 
amongst them in search of tender food for his own 
young ravening brood. 

‘Though I had to rise very early, I betook myself 
to bed with great regret, and left the window 
open, in order to hear the serenade of the sedge 
warbler to the last moment of being awake. 

Ben Cleebrick, the highest hill (or nearly so) in 
Sutherland, is immediately in front of the inn; and 
the forester, after looking at me from head to foot, 
pronounced his dictum that he thought I should get 
to the top in two hours or so; at any rate, that he 
could do it in that time. Notwithstanding the 
threatening look of the mist on its summit, I started, 
hoping to see some ptarmigan nests amongst the 
loose stones near the top. Dunbar warned me that 
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we should not succeed in reaching the summit, owing 
to the state of the weather; and he was cortect ; 
for, although there was an occasional clearing away 
of the clouds, when we were about half-way up there 
commenced such a determined and heavy torrent of 
rain, that we had to give in; the whole mountain, 
too, was enveloped in a cloud Jike a wet blanket, 
impetetrable to the sight. For a Jong time we sat 
down under my plaid, which kept us tolerably dry 
(Dunbar, myself, and the dog) ; with nothing else 
to enliven us except watching the curious antica of 
two ravens on a great lump of rock in front of us. 
At last, in despair, we made our way home, as 
quickly as we could, splashing through the rain- 
water which had converted the whole hill-side into 
pools. Near the loch-side, amongst the birch trees, 
I saw a great many red-poles and other small 
birds. 

From Aultnaharrow we drove again to Loch 
Maddie, where I caught some fine trout. We saw 
a few Grey lag geese, and found the grey crows 
again tenanting the nests which we had attacked 
three or four weeks ago. Of course I smashed 
every egg and killed every crow that came within . 
my reach. 

On the 10th of June the frost was so severe 
in Strath Naver, that it cut down all the potatoes to 
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the ground, and even the ferns and some other wild 
plants near the waterside were entirely blackened. 
A hard white frost at this season is always supposed. 
to be followed by heavy rain, and the saying was 
this time quite correct. 

On our road to Tongue the following day I 
stopped for an hour or two about Loch Laighal, 
oue of the most beautiful of the lakes in Suther- 
land. Ben Laighal is a fine and picturesque moun- 
tain, and of great extent. We learned at a shepherd’s 
house that the fox-hunter of that district had been 
up on the mountain since three o’clock in pursuit of 
some foxes who had established themselves in the 
rocky corries near the summit, and had commenced 
killing the old sheep. It is not the general custom 
of foxes to destroy the old aud full-grown sheep 
where lambs are plentiful ; but a colony or pair of 
foxes having once commenced this habit, the mis- 
chief and havoc which they commit are beyond cal- 
culation, more particularly as they seldom tear or 
eat much of so large an animal, but feed on the 
blood. According to the accounts of the shep- 
herds the foxes of Ben Laighal are very prone to 
this kind of prey, and kill the old sheep in prefer- 
ence to lambs or game. 

The foxes in the Highland districts must fre- 
quently be put to many shifts for their living, and 
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no doubt become proportionally cunning. To keep 
himeelf in the fine and sleek condition in which a 
fox always is, many a trick and ruse de guerre of 
surpassing cleverness must be practised. The 
stories of their manceuvres to catch animals are 
endless; and, though many of them would be 
amusing enough, I do not like quoting as facts 
incidents of this kind, the authenticity of which I 
cannot vouch for, however much I may believe 
them to be true, and I must confess to being very 
eredulous on this point. I have been assured by a 
person not given at all to exaggerate nor easily 
deceived, that he once witnessed the following 
trick. Very early one morning he saw a fox eyeing 
most wistfully a number of wild ducks feeding in 
the rushy end of a Highland lake. After due con- 
sideration, the fox, going to windward of the ducks, 
put afloat in the loch several bunches of dead rushes 
or grass, which floated down amongst the ducks 
without causing the least alarm. After watching 
the effects of his preliminary fleet for a short time, 
the fox, taking a good-sized mouthful of grass in his 
jaws, launched himself into the water as quietly as 
possible, having nothing but the tips of his ears and 
nose above water. In this way he drifted down 
amongst the ducks, and made booty of a fine mal- 
Jard. Though this story seems extraordinary, it 
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must be remembered that the fox manages to cap- 
ture wild ducks, woodpigeons, hares, and number- 
less other animals, sufficient to keep himself and 
family ; and it is self-evident that in doing so he 
must practise many a trick and manceuvre that 
would seem most improbable if related, and quite 
beyond the instinct of animals, I have seen one in 
confinement lay out part of his food just within 
reach of his chain, in order to attract the tame 
ducks and chickens about the yard, and then, having 
concealed himself in his kennel, wait in an attitude 
ready to spring out till some duck or fowl came 
to his bait, which he immediately pounced upon. 
Those, too, who have trapped foxes can tell of the 
extreme cunning and sagacity displayed by them 
in avoiding danger. In fact, altogether a fox in 
a state of nature is as interesting an animal as he is 
beautiful, and nothing can exceed the grace and 
agility of his movements when he is bunting, or 
playing unobserved, as he fancies, by his enemy 
man. It has happened to me frequently to have 
opportunities of watching a fox, and I have always 
been unwilling to put a stop to my amusement by 
Shooting him, which, in a country where hounds 
cannot be kept, one feels bound to do, as a punish- 
ment for the endless mischief which he commits. 
On the east or north-east side of Loch Laighal 


70 TOUR IN SUTHERLAND. cH, v. 


there is a very beautiful hill covered with wood 
to a considerable height, and surmounted by a 
curiously-formed steep cliff—the very place for an 
eagle’s neat: I wos told that a nest had been 
destroyed there last year. 

The whole view of Ben Laighal is magnificent, 
and, in driving round it, we had the advantage 
of seeing it on every side. Towards the loch the 
mountain slopes down, covered with bright green 
herbage; but to the north and west nothing can 
surpass the savage grandeur of its rocky precipices, 
Viewed from Tongue, Ben Laighal is, I think, the 
most magnificent looking mountain in Sutherland- 
shire. Our attention was attracted by the cries 
of the peregrine falcon, and we saw the two birds 
flying about 2 high rock. Having hailed a 
shepherd’s boy, we learned where the nest was, and 
under his guidance climbed up the mountain— 
and a good steep climb it was—till we got within 
a few yards of the nest; so near, indeed, did we 
reach, that with two joints of my fishing-rod I 
could just touch the young birds, who were sitting 
eyeing us boldly and fearlessly on a ledge of rock 
where the nest was placed. When, however, we 
attempted to push them out of the nest, they 
retired farther in, where they were in tolerable 
security. All the time we were there the old 
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birds flew screaming over our heads. I did not 
think of a plan that is adopted sometimes to 
capture young peregrine falcons when the nest can- 
not be reached without danger. It is very simple, 
and succeeds with all the courageous kinds of 
hawks, A person having reached the top of the 
rock immediately above the neat, ties a rough blue 
bonnet, or some similar substance, to a bundle of 
heather the size of a man’s head; then dropping 
this attached to 2 rope upon the nest, the young 
falcons, instead of being frightened, immediately 
attack it, and, sticking their talons into the cap, 
hold on courageously and determinedly till they are 
dragged up to the top of the cliff Even then it is 
sometimes necessary to cut the cap to picces before 
they will relinquish their hold. In this way the young 
birdg are captured, without risk to the capturer or 
injury to themselves. Indeed, on the present occa- 
sion I was not very anxious to get them, as they 
would probably only have been destroyed in tra- 
velling. 

Between Loch Laighal and Tongue, on driving 
round the corner of a rock, we suddenly caine upon 
.two golden eagles who were hunting close ¢o the 
road. ‘They were nearly within shot of us; so, 
leaving the horse and carriage to take care of them- 
selves, we jumped out, gun in hand, to try to get 
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shots at them. Two or three times the birds swooped 
down, and one of them carried off some bird, pro- 
bably a grouse, taking it far away round the cliffs of 
Ben Laighal, The other eagle then made a sudden 
swoop down to the ground, within a hundred yards 
of us, but just behind a small hillock ; we ran to 
the place, confident of getting the bird, but arrived 
just in time to see the eagle carrying off its prey, 
whatever it was, in the same direction as that taken 
by its mate, in all probability straight to the nest. 

Reaching the brow of a hill, we came in full 
view of the fine plantations and bay of Tongue. 
Beautiful and refreshing to the eye were the woods 
and cultivated fields of Tongue, bursting into view 
suddenly as they did, after some days’ travelling 
through the rugged wilds of the interior of Suther- 
land. The beautiful bay was as smooth as glass, 
the timber growing to the water’s edge; and the 
whole scene was made still more striking by the 
abrupt and precipitous outline of the headJands both 
of the main Jand and the islunds at the mouth of 
the Kyle. It is worth a journey of many miles to 
see the Kyle of Tongue alone. 

Tongue House, formerly the residence of Lord 
Reay, the then proprietor of a magnificent range of 
mountain property, is one of the most beautiful 
places of the sort that I ever saw. The house itself 
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is irregular, but picturesque; and the gardens, 
overlooking the sea, are warm, sheltered, and most 
enjoyable in every reepect. The fruit, flowers, and 
vegetables were growing with. as much luxuriance, 
and were nearly as forward as I should have expected 
to have seen had they been situated in the southern 
instead of the northern extremity of the island ; 
while the fine avenues and groves of elm and other 
trees would do credit to any place in England. 
All this, combined with the wild outline of rocks 
avd cliffs which nearly surround the bay, and the 
magnificent precipices of Ben Laighal—all this 
combined, I say, formed a coup d’cxil which, though 
it may be equalled, can scarcely be surpassed in any 
country, I understood from Mr. Horsburgh, the 
Duke of Sutherland’s factor in this district, that his 
Grace contemplates making a harbour within the 
Kyle of Tongue. 

The keeper pointed out to me from near the ina 
the sites of two eagles’ nests in the rocks of Ben 
Laighal, and a more appropriate or fitting locale for 
eyries I never saw. 

At the entrance to the bay are some islands—one 
named Roan Island, or the Seal Island; and the 
others are called the Rabbit Islands, from being 
tenanted by numbers of these animals. The rabbits, 
however, must there be of little use, excepting as 
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food to birds of prey. In the winter the eagles and 
hawks feed greatly upon them. The eider-ducks 
also breed on these islands ; and are so tame when 
nesting that they allow themselves to be lifted off 
their nest, and the down of which it is formed to be 
taken away without deserting it. I saw a few eider- 
ducks swimming about in the bay, amongst numerous 
cormorants and other birds. ‘The rocks along the 
coast are inhabited by a great number of wild cata, 
otters, &c., who live here in tolerable peace, as the 
game is not much looked after excepting in parti- 
cular localities. Indeed, the ground near the coast 
here is not well adapted for grouse. The keeper 
showed me at his house an immense cat, which he 
said was bred betweeu a tame and a wild cat; and 
though such an occurrence is very rare, I am sure 
that he was correct in this instance. The animal 
showed certain peculiarities of his wild father’s race, 
in the size and shape of his head, the shortness and 
roughness of his tail; and in other points had a like- 
ness to the wild cat, which, though difficult to explain, 
was unmistakeable. I have seen this resemblance 
to both parents in mules of different kinds, such as a 
aule between blackeock and pheasant, or pheasavt 
and common fowl, in all which birds something 
catches an accustomed eye which immediately 
points out what the parents were. The cat, too, 
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belonging to Ross, the keeper at Tongue, had 
peculiar wildness and antipathy to strangers, not 
suffering himself to be caressed, or indecd scarcely 
to be looked at, by any one excepting the keeper's 
wife, for whom the animal showed great attach- 
ment. When I entered the house he bolted out, 
and it was with difficulty that Mrs. Ross caught 
him; and when she brought him in again in her 
arms, the animal showed the greatest fear of and 
animosity to me, and was constantly endeavouring 
to escape. 

Tt was delightful to hear in the plantations at 
Tongue the coo of the woodpigeun and the songs of 
thrush, siskin, &c. &c. The trees scemed to be 
full of birds, most of which, to reach these woods, 
must have wandered over many miles of ground 
very uncongenial to their habits and tastes. Indeed 
it is difficult to understand how many of the birds, 
such as the golden-crested wren, the little blue tit- 
mouse, &c., could ever have found their way here. 
‘The landrails too seemed to be numberless; in 
every patch of corn they were calling and answering 
each other in such quantities, that it was impossible 

*to tell how many were croaking at once. I also 

heard two or three goatsuckers (Caprimulgus) 

making their whirring nuise about the stone walls 

and belts of plantations. All night the sedge- 
E2 
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warbler was cheering his mate with hia sweet and 
constant song. 

T saw some seals playing the most extraordinary 
gambols in the smooth water. The sea was as calm 
as possible, and like a mirror every where, excepting 
where these animals were swimming after each other 
in a circle, so rapidly that their track resembled a 
complete whirlpool. Occasionally they lifted them- 
selves perpendicularly up in the water, showing half 
their bodies, and looking as like the representation 
of a mermaid’as possible. 

I should have liked to prolong my stay had it 
been in my power to do so, as there is much to 
interest the visitor, both in the varied and magni~ 
ficent scenery of land and water, and also in the 
numerous wild animals, common enough here, but 
rare in the more southern parts of the country. 





cH. VL FERRY FROM TONGUE. 7 


CHAPTER VL 


Ferry from Tongue — Difftcalties of our Start — Scals — Shep- 
herds, Sc, — Emigration — Heilam Inn — Storm — River 
Hope — Drive to Durness — Cave — Rock Pigeons — Innat 
Rbiconnich — Search for Osprey's Nest ~ Swimming to Nest 
— Loch of the Eagle Fisher — Stalking the Osprey — Row 
‘up the Bay — Loss of Fishing Line — Scowrie— Island of 
Handa — Inoumerable Birds, &c. 

Ovr start from Tongue for Durness was amusing, 

though not without difficulty. We hed to cross a 

ferry immediately below the im; but on going to 

the ferry-house and raising the flag that signified 
the want of a large ferry-boat (the boats being on 
the opposite side of the bay), we after some delay 
were answered by the arrival of a small sailing-boat, 
far too narrow to take over either horse or carriage. 
On making inquiry of the ferryman, he told us that 
the large boat was at present out of the water and 
under repair, but that if we could wait ten days 
or a fortnight it might be ready. This did not 
sound promising; but I settled the difficulty by 
sending the horse to a point, from which a boy was 
to bring him across a part of the sands fordable at 

Jow water. We then took the boat off the wheels, 

which we managed to stow away in the smal] ferry- 
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boat, and taking our own boat in tow, we sailed 
across with a good breeze, which carried us well 
over the bay. In one part the current of the ebbing 
tide is very strong, 

While waiting for the horse’s arrival, I amnsed 
myself by watching through my glass the singular 
and awkward-looking antics and gambols of a large 
herd of seals, who were playing and resting upon a 
sand-bank in the middle of the bay. It is curious 
to see with what activity these uuwieldy-looking 
fellows move themselves about on the sand, ill 
adapted as they appear for locomotion on the land. 
The cry of the seal is wild and mournful, difficult 
to describe, but something between the mew of a cat 
and the howl of a dog; a most unpleasant sound it 
is, ghough it sometimes harmonizes sufficiently well 
with the wild scenery surrounding them. 

Some thirty miles out at sea opposite this part of 
the coast is an island, or range of rocks. Exposed to 
all the violence of the breakers of the Northern Sea, 
it is diffeult to land on; but once or twice a year a 
erew of fishermen go off to it in a strong boat, and 
usually manage to get about a hundred scals, the oil 
and skins of which repay them well for their labour. 

Blue rock pigeons live in all the caves on this 
coast, and are to be seen flitting to and fro from 
morning to night. 
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For some distance after crossing the Tongue ferry 
the road is dreary and bleak, paasing over a brown 
and wet tract of mossy ground, and for several miles 
we continued ascending. The wind and rain were 
incessant and very heavy. Having surmounted the 
highest ridge, we descended the hill to the Hope 
River, which is crossed by what is called a chain- 
boat ; that is, we drive upon a wooden platform with- 
out taking the horse out of the carriage. The plat- 
form then, with all upon it, is hauled across the 
tiver by means of a chain and windlass. The 
glen through which the river Hope runs is very 
beantifully shut in by its wooded banks; and the 
grey mountains offering a new point of interest at 
every turn of the road, give never-ceasing pleasure 
and excitement. Here we continually saw eagles 
and other rare birds. A shepherd told us that the 
Jambs were killed every day by eagles; but he 
seemed to know little, and to care less, about the 
breeding-place of the birds. It is nearly impossible 
to get a direct or truthlike answer from many of 
the Highlanders; for though intelligent enough, 
they seem to have a kind of suspicious dislike to 
giving information. 

One thing particularly struck me in this part of 
the country. Depending on the Duke of Suther- 
Jand’s well-known kindness and liberality, the lower 
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class of inhabitants take but little trouble towards 
earning their own livelibood. At whatever hour of 
the day you go into a cottage, you find the whole 
family idling at home over the peat-fire. The 
husband appears never to employ himself in any 
way beyond smoking, taking snuff, or chewing 
tobacco ; the women doing the same, or at the utmost 
watching the boiling of a pot of potatoes; while the 
children are nine times out of ten crawling listlessly 
about or playing with the ashes of the fire. 

The Duke, having tried every plan that phi- 
lanthropy and reason could suggest, has now suc- 
ceeded in opening their eyes to the advantage of 
emigrating, and at a great expense sends numbers 
yearly to Canada, where these very people, who at 
home, in spite of every effort and encouragement, 
drag on a life useless to themselves and burthensome 
to others, when once settled in their new country, 
put their shoulder to the wheel, and rapidly become 
moat independent and comfortable; and instead of 
seeing their children grow up in the midst of self- 
imposed squalid misery, they see them become daily 
more prosperous and thriving. Certainly, in this 
rocky and sterile part of the country, it is difficult: 
for a cottager to advance himself. The soil is not 
adapted for a numerous population ; there is nothing 
to feed mankind on: all or the greatest part of the 


CH. VI, HEILAM INN—LOCH ERRIBOLL. 8 


necessary grain must be imported from the low land ; 
and the low-land farmers, finding a better price and 
better customers elsewhere, naturally send their pro- 
duce to the best market. This mountainous country 
is only fit for sheep, and sheep-farming is by far the 
best use to put it to, The bays are certainly full 
of fish ; but it seems nearly impossible to make good 
fishermen of hill-ren, often as it has been tried. 
The north-west Highlanders, having found out 
from their friends the great advantages derived 
from emigration, are now anxious to take advantage 
of the Duke’s liberal system of sending them out. 

To continue our journey. We were obliged at 
Jast to make for a small inn called Heilam, on the 
shore of Loch Erriboll; and glad enough were we 
to get there, for it blew a perfect gale, and the rain 
was unceasing. Though the outside of the house 
looked unpromising, we found the interior clean 
enough, the people respectable, and plenty of fresh 
herrings and new-laid eggs. So, the storm not 
abating, we determined to take up our quarters 
there for the night, 

Loch Erriboil is an excellent harbour of refuge 
luring gales from the north and north-east. The 
anchorage is good, and the water deep; so that no 
storm comes on from that quarter without some 
yessels coming in for shelter. I went out to the 
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leeward of the rocks of the peninsula on which the 
inn is built, and, accompanied by Fred, sat some 
time watching several vessels come in, driving like 
leaves before the storm ; and it was a relief to my 
mind as each vessel in her tura swung round to her 
anchor, having weathered the head of the penincula 
and entered the sheltered bay formed by the land 
on which the inn stands, where they rode in perfect 
safety in tolerably smooth water. Notwithstanding 
a stream which I found in the morning running 
through my bed-room, I slept soundly enough. 
The wind and rain had somewhat abated, and I 
walked across the country towards a fine headland, 
some six or cight miles off, called Whitenhead. 
The rain coming on again obliged me to retun 
without quite reaching it. ‘The entire coast here is 
very grand and steep, exposed to the whole force of 
the ocean: the rocks are cut up and weather-beaten 
to a degree unknown in more southern or more 
sheltered countries. 

In the course of my walk I came to the mouth of 
the River Hope, which runs into the sca halfway 
between Heilam and Whitenhead, The course of 
the river is very picturesque, forming as it does a: 
green glen covered with grass and foliage in the 
midst of the dreary grey country which surrounds 
it. Lam told that a great number of salmon ascend 
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into Loch Hope when the river is tolerably high. 
In a corner sheltered by rocks and birch-covered 
banks is a solitary hut, where Mr. Hogarth’s fisher- 
men live during the fishing season, to be at hand 
to attend to the nets Jaid in the sea at the mouth of 
the river. This hut was on the other side of the 
stream, which was then much swollen ; but a fisher- 
man immediately came out and crossed in a boat 
to where I was standing : it seeming quite an agree- 
able surprise to him to have a human being to 
speak to in that lonely spot. He complained of 
the mischief done to his nets by seals ; and also said 
that great numbers of otters were living about the 
rocks near the river. ‘The number of cormorants 
was very great ; on firing off my gun on the top of 
the rocks along the coast, they flew out from 
beneath my feet in scores. hese birds and rock- 
pigeons seemed the principal inbabitants of the cliffs, 
with the exception of some pairs of ravens and 
hooded crows. On Whitenhead different sea~-fowl 
and a pair of eagles breed every year. The people 
say that the nest of the latter is quite inaccessible. 
The grouse seem nearly extinct about this district, 
-owing fo the number of their enemies, in the shape 
of winged and ground vermin. I was delighted, 
however, with the song of the ring-ousel, which 
was to be heard from every grove and clump of 
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birch. Notwithstanding the peregrines and crows 
too, the golden plover is in great abundance. 

T found on the little promontory of Heilam a num- 
ber of wild flowers growing amongst the short grass, 
one or two of which were new tome. Though I 
aim sorry to say that I am no botanist, I seldom pass 
a wild flower without making its acquaintance. 

The next day our drive was to Durness. The 
mountains at the head of Loch Erriboll are as 
wild as can well be imagined; consisting of irre~ 
gular piles of grey rocks, thrown together in every 
kind of confusion. On the west of the loch 
there is a long slope of brown hill, down the 
side of which run innumerable small streams of 
the brightest water. The rain of the day before 
made them appear to great advantage, as they 
were all seen conspicuously from the opposite side 
of the bay, glittering in the gleams of sunshine, 
which occasionally broke through the remains of the 
storm. I was glad to get back to Durness after 
three or four weeks’ absence, as the scenery is magni- 
ficent, the inn comfortable, and the landlady, Mrs. 
Rs, and her servants, most attentive, kind, and 
obliging. A pleasanter sojourn for botanist, natu~ 
ralist, or lover of romantic scenery I do not know. 

There is a very remarkable cavern close to Dur- 


ness: a burn of good size disappears underground, 
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and is seen again, issuing from the rocks within this 
cavern, through which it runs for a short distance 
till it empties itself into the sea, 

Numbers of the common house martin were flying 
about the cave, and building their nests in the niches 
of the rocks. In some of the dark, damp corners, 
where there seems to be a constant dripping from 
the roof, were clusters of bright green ferns, and 
other plants, in great variety. On some parts of 
the shore the rocks are quite perpendicular for a great 
height—I should say about three hundred feet; in 
others they are worn into numerous fantastic shapes 
and caverns by the action of the waves. 

Although the wind had now fallen, the swell 
was tremendous, dashing the spray halfway up 
the rocks. It was a curious sight to see the 
rock-pigeons flying rapidly into the caves, some- 
times dashing like lightning :liouzh the very 
spray of the breakers, scarcely topping the crests 
of the waves, which roared and raged through 
the narrow caverns where these beautiful birds 
breed. The rock-pigeons were very numerous here, 
and constantly flying between their wild but secure 
breeding-places and the small fisl> elout Durness. 
I shot a few of them, and found their crops full 
of green food, such as clover, the leaves of the oat, 
&c.; a number of small shells were also in the 


86 TOUR IN SUTHERLAND, cH. VI. 


crop of cvery bird. The rock-pigeon is a very 
beautifully shaped little bird, rather smaller and 
shorter than the common house pigeon, of which it 
is plainly the original stock. They seem very rest- 
Tess, seldom remaining long in one field, but con- 
stantly rising and flitting away to some other feeding 
ground, with an uncertain kind of flight; but 
when alarmed, or going straight home, they fly 
with very great rapidity. They are casily tamed 
when caught young. ‘The eggs seem very difficult 
to get at ; nothing but a ladder will enable a per- 
sou to reach them, and it is almost impossible either 
to procure such a ladder, or if procured, to carry it 
to the caverns where they breed. 

There were two or three beautiful wild flowers 
near Durness which I had not seen before. They 
grew on the short grass that covers the summit of 
the cliffs. I picked up, while wandering about 
there, some of the small Jand shells with yellow 
and black stripes (Helix xemoralis), exactly similar 
to those which, when a child, I used to find on the 
South Downs, near Brighton. The rocky headlands 
jutting into the sea near Durness are very bold and 
abrupt. While looking for rock-pigeons I saw a 
few of the red-legged crow, or Cornish chough, 
passing from rock to rock, and busily employed about 
the broken stones searching for food. 
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From Durness to Rhiconnich is about fourteen 
miles of hilly road, passing through the same 
description of rocky country, abounding in wild 
cats, martens, and other animals of prey. There is 
a loch about two miles from Durness, where I was 
told that char are very plentiful. All the lochs 
abound in excellent trout, 

‘We reached Rhiconnich, a tolerable inn, but 
certainly not so well kept as many others in Suther- 
landshire, at eleven o’clock, and immediately started 
for a lake some two or three miles off, where the 
osprey was said to build. ‘The way to it was far 
too rocky and steep to take the boat, so we only 
took my swimming belt, as Dunbar offered to swim 
out to the nest, if not too far from the shore. We 
had a very rough walk of the longest two miles that 
Lever met with. Our route was over a continuous 
range of rocky ground—<o broken that we seldom 
found a flat place to put our fect on. We did not 
find the right lake immediately, but at last saw 
from a height a larger piece of water than any 
we had hitherto passed, and at some two hundred 
yards from the shore there was the conical-shaped 
rock, which the osprey always secms to choose for 
her nesting place. 

On examining the rock with the glass we im- 
mediately saw the nest, and the white head of the 
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bird in the middle of it. Our troubles were in- 
stantly forgotten, and although rather fagged before, 
we made our way over the rocks with new-found 
vigour. The unwillingness of the old bird to 
leave the nest showed that she had young ones. 
‘While Dunbar prepared to take the water, I went 
round to watch for a shot at the old bird. I pre- 
sently saw nothing but my fellow-traveller’s head, 
as he swam gallantly out to the rock: the old 
osprey flew in wide circles round and round, at a 
considerable height, screaming loudly at the un- 
expected intrusion on her domain ; sometimes ehe 
swooped half-way down to the water, but still 
cautiously keeping at a safe distance. Before 
many winutes had elapsed we saw the male bird 
sailing high in the air, straight to the loch; on 
hearing the cries of his mate he seemed to quicken 
his flight, and soon joined her, carrying a trout in 
his talons. The two birds then sailed round and 
round the water with loud cries. When they saw 
Dunbar perched on their hitherto unassailed rock, 
and looking like a statue on a pedestal, their ex- 
citement became greater and greater; the male 
dropped his trout, and they both dashed wildly te 
and fro, sometimes at a great height and sometimes 
taking a rapid circuit of the lake, within half a gun- 
shot of the water. The next thing I saw was my 


OH. VI. OSPREY'S NEST. 89 


adventurous companion striking out for the shore, 
with his cap in his teeth. In the nest he found 
a half-grown young bird and an unhatched egg, 
both of which he brought safely to land. We re- 
mained on the spot to try to shoot one of the old 
birds, while I fished for an hour down a stream that 
ran from the loch towards the inn, I think it was 
the most rugged and rocky that I ever threw a fly 
on, but though it was difficult to imagine where 
trout could lie in it, I managed to half fill my 
basket with very nice-looking fish. 

After resting ourselves for an hour or so, we 
again left the inn to look for another osprey’s nest 
in the contrary direction. We could get but very 
vague information as to the exact point of the com- 
pass we had to make for; one person telling us 
that the lake was only a mile and a bit off; another 
that it was two miles and a bit,and soon, However, 
it was only about half-pust five, and, with the long 
summer’s evening before us, we cared little where 
the lake was, as Jong as we could find it at all. 
‘There were a few scattered houses along the banks 
of the sea loch at the end of which Rhiconnich is 
sitaated, and we made sundry inquiries at these 
respecting the lake, but got such very different 
answers from each person, that we were almost 
giving it up in despair; I should not say that we 
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“inquired,” as the whole talking was in Gaelic, and 
therefore carried on by Dunbar. At Jast we met 
with an old woman, who told him that there was a 
loch some two miles off, which had always gone by 
the name of the Loch of the Fishing Eagle ; her 
Gaelic name for it being “ Loch n’ allan-yasker.” 
I probably write the Gaelic incorrectly, but that 
was as near as I could make out what the name 
sounded Jike ; Dunbar interpreted it to me as 
meaning literally, the “‘ Loch of the Eagle-fisher.”” 
This revived our spirits, and we set our shoulders 
to the hill again with fresh confidence, and a steep, 
rough hill it was. We struck into the country 
in a north-west direction, keeping separate heighte, 
in order to have a better chance of finding the lake. 
Having passed several lochs without observing the 
object of our search, I began almost to despair, and 
to think that we must have mistaken the whole 
tmatter—the more so, as from the aspect of the rocks 
and the feel of the air from the north, I was con- 
fident that the ocean must be at no great distance 
from us ; and, indeed, that it must be washing the 
other side of the very next range of rocks to that on 
which we were. There isa certain look and feel of 
the atmosphere when approaching the sea, which is 
quite unmistakeable. We had already walked an 
hour and a-half straight north-west, thus making 
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the two miles into at least five, when we came with- 
in view of a larger loch, which seemed to wind 
round the hills to nearly where the sea was. In 
this we again descried the peculiar shaped rock on 
which the osprey builds. Although we were too far 
off to distinguish either nest or bird, we at once, 
without hesitation, made for the loch, over the 
rocks and swamps of which the whole line of country 
seemed to consist, and our perseverance was re- 
warded by presently making ont that one osprey was 
on the nest, and the other soaring above her. 
Dunbar again swam off to the rock, which was 
about the same distance from the shore as the last 
one was, and found three young birds in the nest, 
which he brought to Jand in his cap. I saw the 
male osprey perch on a rock on the opposite side of 
the loch, where he sag lazily, and apparently not 
inclined to join the female in her rapid flight round 
Dunbar’s head ; on looking at him attentively, 
through the glass, I saw, or fancied that I saw, his 
crop much distended with food. Knowing that if 
this was the case he would probably remain on his 
perch for some time, I started off round the loch, 
taking a long circuit in order to approach him from 
behind and from above. I had not calculated on 
the rocks I had to climb and the passes I had to 
take to get at him, or I do not think that I should 
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have undertaken the task. I had frequently to lift 
my dog up the steep‘ rocks over which I had to 
climb. At last I came to a point from which I 
could get a look at the bird, and with as much care 
aa if he had been a stag, I crept to a convenient 
place, and looking over, saw him still perched on 
the pinnacle of a rock, but quite out of reach. I 
found that I must still make another long circuit, 
or that I could not get unperceived within reach of 
him. 

This time, on looking carefully over, I saw that 
he must be within shot of me, but the place I was 
perched on was so high and steep that it almost 
made me giddy to look down from it. I was com- 
pletely out of breath, too; so lying down on my 
back, I waited a minute or two, and then scrambled 
down to within forty yards of the bird, and imme- 
diately above him. As my gun was loaded with a 
cartridge, I knew that he could scarcely escape ; 
80 standing up, I took a good Jook at him, expecting 
that he would see me and fly off the stone, and in- 
tending to shoot him flying. Whether from the 
earnestness with which he was watching the move- 
ments of Dunbar, who was far below him, or from 
the manner in which his head-feathers projected, he 
did not appear to see me at all. After waiting a 
short time without his moving, I am sorry to say 
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that I shot him deliberately in cold blood as he sat. 
He fell down the face of the rock, and lay at the 
bottom perfectly dead. I then had to consider how 
to get at him, and Fred seemed to be considering 
the same thing, as peering over the edge of the 
precipice he looked first at the dead bird and thun 
at me, with a countenance expressive of “ There is 
your bird now, but how are we to get at him?” 
This question, however, was soon settled by my 
marking the place, and then having made a con- 
siderable détour, I managed to reach the spot. In 
the mean time, Dunbar having shot both barrels at 
the hen bird, she took her flight straight off to the 
sea, After a short time she returned, but kept at 
a wary distance, occasionally perching on the rocks, 
but never remaining long in one place. It was a 
curious sight from the high rocks several hundred 
yards above the loch to watch the whole scene that 
was acting below, and to see the long-winged bird 
sailing to and fro almost immediately below my 
feet, and yet far out of reach of shot. 

The sun began to sink below the seaward rocks, 
lighting up only the highest summits of the hills to 
the south of the lake. On the very highest pinnacle 
of the rocks I saw several goats lying in different 
picturesque attitudes, to catch the last sunbeams, 
one old white fellow with venerable beard and long 
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horns being on the topmost point of all. Whom they 
could belong to it was difficult to say—they seemed. 
as wild as red deer. Dogs who are accustomed to 
roe seem invariably tohunt goats. Returning bome- 
wards, Fred began to snuff the air as if he smelt 
something he was used to hunt. Expecting it to be 
a wild cat or some vermin, I answered his appealing 
look by allowing him to go off in pursuit of whatever 
it might be. Off he went, scrambling over the rocks 
in a state of furious eagerness. After a short time, 
however, a small flock of goats rushed past me with 
Mr. Fred in hot pursuit on their scent, Nothing 
would stop him, notwithstanding his usual obe- 
dience, a0 I left him to his chace, and some time 
afterwards he came up with us again, looking 
heartily ashamed, and having run himself well out 
of wind, the goats having probably got to some steep 
rock of refuge where no dog could follow them. 
About ten o'clock, it being still quite light, we 
found ourselves above the sea, with our inn appa- 
rently some miles off, probably about three, and 
three miles of such walking as, after our hard day's 
work since three in the morning, we did not much 
fancy. Just then, however, we saw a boat going up 
the glassy loch towards our inn; so hailing it as 
loud as we could, we managed to make the rowers 
hear us, and they having come to the shore, we with 


CH. Vi. 1088 OF FISHING-LINE. 95 


some difficulty ecrambled down the rocks and got 
aboard. In the boat was what is here called a 
messenger-at-arms, which I fancy answers somewhat 
to a superior kind of constable. Ile had been on a 
strange and fruitless errand to arrest a girl of four- 
teen or fifteen who had for some time been in the 
habit of driving the sheep in the neighbourhood on 
to a narrow point of land that reached into the sea, 
and having caught them one by one she robbed 
them of as much woo! as she could manage to strip 
off, Having carried on this system for some time, 
she at last became a perfect bugbear to the farmers, 
and here, luckily for us, was a well-dressed, rather 
dandy messenger-at-arms returning from his chace, 
and going straight to Rhiconnich, to which place he 
kindly gave us a lift, for which we were very grate- 
ful to him. 

We had a beautiful row up the loch; but the 
cold air, after the great heat of the afternoon while 
climbing the rocks, joined to sitting for un hour in 
the boat wet through above my knees, gave me an 
attack of illness which eventually cut short my 
yambles in Sutherland, 

+ Between Rhiconnich and Scowric I Jost my only 
fishing-line in a ridiculous manner. In the course 
of our drive we passed over a very good-looking 
stream, the Laxford. Thinking to catch a couple 
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of trout for breakfast, I put my rod together, and 
leaving the horse and boat standing by the road- 
side, I determined to take a quarter of an hour’s 
fishing, and if the trout did not rise to continue our 
journey. At the very first cast that I made, how- 
ever, a large salmon took the fly, rather to my an- 
noyance, knowing, as I did, that no salmon were 
allowed to be killed in the Sutherland rivers this 
season, But being once hooked, he might as well 
be killed, so the fight commenced by the fish run- 
ning clear out of the stream in which he was first 
hooked, and going down like a stone to the bottom 
of a deep black-looking pool below. Having only 
single line and trout-tackle, I could not force him 
much, bat after waiting patiently with a gentle 
but constant strain on the fish, in order that he 
might still feel some weight upon his jaws, I at 
last in despair gave him such a tug that he was dis- 
lodged from his resting-place in spite of himself. 
Off he went, sometimes across the stream, with 
nearly the whole of my line out, the next moment 
right under my feet in the deep pool under the rock 
on which I was standing, and from which if was not 
easy to move. There I could see him shaking his 
head and tryig to rub the hook out against the 
gravel; at another time he would take a sudden 
dart to the right and left, and again shake his head 
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like a dog worrying @ rat: but knowing that he 
was well hooked, and indeed not caring much 
whether I Jost him or not, I kept so tight a rein 
on him as prevented bis either slacking the line or 
rubbing off the hook, small as it was. Suddenly a 
new idea seemed to seize him, and shooting straight 
upwards, he leaped several times out of the water 
immediately below me. But this would not do; 
so finding that he could not get rid of the hook, 
he again rushed across the river, making the handle 
of the reel spin at a railway pace. He then made 
down the stream as fast as hecould. I had scarcely 
any line left on my reel, so had to take a leap off 
the rock and follow him along the bank of the river. 
Presently we came to a rather rapid but not high 
fall, full of broken stones, and altogether a place 
where he would be sure to break my line if he once 
got into it, which he seemed determined to do, so 
here I halted and made a stand against all his pull- 
ing. The fish began to fee! beat, and ran in again 
almost under my feet. 

Not succeeding in slacking the line, he again 
rushed right across and took the fall, in spite of all 
I could do to prevent him. He did not cut my lino 
ai I expected, but it gave way close to the end, 
within a few inches of the reel, and before I could 
catch hold of it, I had the pleasure of seeing the 

VoL. I. F 
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line floating away, but gradually sinking as the fish 
carried it off towards the wider pools near the sea. 
Dunbar jumped gallantly into the water, but was 
too late to catch it, so the salmon went off with 
about forty yards of line and a couple of sea-trout 
flies hanging to bis mouth. { scarcely knew whether 
to be angry or amused, but considering that the 
former would be of no use, and perhaps spoil my 
appetite for breakfast, I undid my rod, got into the 
boat, and drove off to Scowrie to breakfast, with 
a philosophy that rather astonished my com- 
panion. 

Having called on Mr. M‘Ivor, the manager of 
this part of Sutherland, that gentleman offered me 
his boat and other facilities to enable me to go to 
see the island of Handa, which is situated some 
four miles from Scowrie, and is famous as the breed- 
ing-place of an immense number of sea-fowl. After 
an hour’s easy row and sail over the beautiful bay 
of Scowrie, and skirting a range of most rugged 
rocks, we approached the island. On the south 
side, where we landed, it has the appearance of a 
fine green elope, with only a range of low rocks im~ 
mediately adjoining, and reaching in long points 
into the sea. About these rocks we saw thousands 
of seagulls and cormorants, and on the point that 
Projected farthest into the water sat a large white 
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cat, looking wistfully towards the main Iand. As 
all the inhabitants had left the island early in the 
spring for America, this cat had probably remained 
behind, and had made her living as she best might 
out of small birds, dead fish, &c. I could not 
help being struck with the attitude of the poor 
creature as she sat there looking at the sea, and 
having as disconsolate an air as any deserted 
damsel. ‘She is wanting the ferry,” waa the quaint 
and not incorrect suggestion of one of our boatmen. 
Having ron our boat into a small sandy creek, we 
landed. Here, as everywhere round the coast, is a 
fishing station of Mr. Hogarth’s, if a hut, the sum- 
mer residence of two forlorn fishermen, can be called 
a fishing station. We borrowed another coil of 
ropes from these men, and proceeded to the northern 
side of the island, where the perpendicular rocks 
form the breeding-places of the sea-fowl, The 
distance across the island I should reckon at nearly 
two miles, and it is a continued slope of green 
pasture, I passed several huts, the former inhabit- 
ants of which had all left the place a few weeks 
before ; and, notwithstanding the shortness of the 
time, the turf walls were already tenanted and com- 
pletely honeyeombed by countless starlings, who 
seemed not the least shy, but on the contrary kept 
‘their ground, and chsttered away as if they looked 
: F2 
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on me as an intruder on what they had already 
established their right to. 

Leaving them in undisturbed possession, I con- 
tinued my way on to the north side, and in due time 
arrived on the summit of the cliffs which stretch the 
whole length of the island ; and there was a sight 
which would alone repay many a weary mile of travel. 
Every crevice and every ledge of the rock was lite- 
rally full of guillemots and razor-bills, while hun- 
dreds of puffins came out of their holes under the 
stones near the summit of the cliffs to examine and 
wonder at us. The guillemots stood in long lines 
along the shelves of the rocks, frequently within a 
few feet of the top whence we were looking at 
them. With a kind of foolish expression these 
Dirds looked at us, but did not take the trouble to 
move. The razor-bill, though equally tame, 
seemed more ready to take flight, if we had been 
inclined to assail them. When I fired off my gun, 
not at, but over, the birds, the guillemots only 
ducked their heads, and then looked up at us; 
whereas most of the razor-bills took a short flight 
out to sea, but quickly returned again to their perch 
on tha rocks, " 

Being provided with plenty of rope, two stout 
boatmen, and also a slender-looking lad, who had 
volunteered to accompany us, having the repute of 
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@ good cragsman, we lowered the latter over the 
top in order to procure a few eggs. I waa amazed 
at the confidence and ease with which the lad made 
his way from shelf to shelf, and crevice to crevice 
of the precipices. From habit and custom he 
seemed to be as much at his ease asif he had been 
on fair terra firma. As for the birds, they would 
scarcely move, but just stepped out of reach, croak- 
ing at him with their peculiar note. 

Each bird has a single egg of a size so large as 
to appear quite disproportioned. The eggs are 
of all colours, and marked in a thousand fantastic 
manners, sometimes with large blotches of deep 
brown or black, sometimes speckled slightly all 
over, and others having exactly the appearance 
of being covered with Arabic characters, The pre- 
vailing groundwork of the eggs is greenish blue, 
but they vary in different shades from that colour 
to nearly white. The egg is placed on the bare 
rock, with no attempt ata nest; and it was very 
amusing to see the careful but awkward-looking 
tanner in which the old bird on her return from 
the sea, got astride, as it were, of her egg, epreading 
aber wings over it, and croaking gently all the time. 
Occasionally an egg would get knocked off by some 
bird in taking flight from the rock, to the great in- 
dignation of its owner. 
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Leaving Dunbar to collect hia egge, I strolled 
off alone along the summit of the cliff, sitting 
down here and there to watch the different pro- 
ceedings of the birds; and it was a most curious 
sight. On lying down, to look over the most 
perpendicular parts, the constant and countless 
clouds of birds that were flying to and fro sug- 
gested the idea of a heavy snow-storm more than 
anything else, so crowded was their flight, and so 
high was the cliff. The guillemots seldom came to 
the top, but the razor-bills and puffins, particularly 
the latter, came fearlessly close to me. Indeed the 
puffins seemed to have the most entire confidence in 
my peaceable intentions, and frequently alighted so 
near me, that I might have knocked them down 
with a walking-stick. Sitting on a stone, they ex- 
amined me most curiously, twisting their oddly- 
shaped heads to the right and left, as if to be sure 
of my identity. In some parts of the rocks there 
were great collections of kittiwakes’ nests. These 
birds, unlike the guillemots, &c., construct a good- 
sized receptacle of weeds and grass for their eggs. In 
the midst of all this confusion and Babel of birds a 
pair of peregrine falcons had their neste, and on my, 
epproach they dashed about amongst the other birds, 
uttering loud cries of alarm and anger. Towards 
the east end of the island was the nest of the white- 
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tailed eagle. The old birds flew far away imme- 
diately, and I only occasionally saw them as they 
soared high in the air. The nest was so completely 
under a shelf of rock that nothing but the ends of 
the outer sticks could be seen. I had not time to 
take any decided trial to get at it, as I had pro- 
mieed to be with Mr. M‘Ivor at six o'clock; and 
my intention of visiting the place the next day was 
frustrated. 

The rocks are curiously indented by the sea; in 
one place the waves have cut a kind of deep crevice 
the whole height of the cliffs, for 2 good distance 
into the island, through the narrow entrance of 
which the swell was roaring with a noise like 
thunder. At another part there is an island, or 
stack, a3 it is called, within a stone’s throw of the 
maain land, but quite isolated. It is in the shape of 
@ sugar-loaf, with a flat summit of perhaps twenty 
yards across. The top was covered with green 
herbage, and swarmed with birds of different kinds. 
Amongst them were great numbers of black-backed. 
sea-gulla, both the greater and the lesser. 

In the quieter parts of the cliffs were rock-pigeona 

+and cormorants ; neither of these birds seemed in- 
clined to associate much with the crowd of sea-fowl 
which filled the greatest part of the rocks. Their 
stench alone might drive away so delicate a bird ag 
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8 rock-pigeon, and bad as this was now, by the time © 
they hed hatched and reared their young it must 
be much worse. 

‘The rest of the party having joined me, and the 
time running short, I left the island in order to 
fulfil my promise of partaking of Mr. M‘Ivor’s 
hospitality at six o'clock; and I must say that after 
livmg so many days at small inns where I could, 
and how I could, an evening spent in the agreeable 
society of Mr. M‘Ivor and the ladies at his house 
was treat, a had begun to feel like an uncivilized 
being. 

‘On leaving the island we again saw the white cat 
seated on the same point of rock, and etill looking 
anxiously towards the main Jand. 

Limited in size as theisland of Handa is, it seems 
to contain a fine range of rich herbage, with a gentle 
slope to the south, and to be capable of feeding a 
considerable number of sheep or cattle. I was told, 
however, that much loss is sustained from the ani- 
mals falling over the rocks, when they are in- 
evitably dashed to pieces. 
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CHAPTER VII. 


Another Oxprey'’s Nest; Variety of Eggs — Golden Eagle; 
‘Manner of Hunting; decrease of —Egg Collectors — Mr. 
‘Hanovck’s Collection — Nests of Eagles; Animals killed by — 
‘The Mountain Hare — Fishing of Osprey. 

Two miles from Scowrie, on the Rhiconnich road 
or near it, is a loch where the ospreys build, and 
where, in May, I shot the old hen, taking at the 
same time two eggs. Mr. Dunbar, with his usual 
perseverance, went to this nest immediately on our 
return from Handa, and found that the male bird 
had got another mate, and that sbe was already 
busily employed in sitting on a single egg. 

Tt is very difficult to describe correcfly the eggs 
of many birds: for instance, the two eggs which 
I took from this nest were beautifully marked with 
fine rich red spots, while the egg now taken by 
Dunbar was of a dirty white colour, marked at one 
end only by a splash of brown, and was also smaller 
than the others, In another nest, again, the eggs 
Were considerably larger than either of these, and 
differently marked both as to colour and shape of 
spots. In the same manner one reads the descrip- 
tion of the size of birds as being measured to inches 

23 
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and sixteenths of an inch, but the authors forget 
or are not aware of the constant difference of size 
in birds of the same species. 

‘We also examined the nest that we had seen in 
May last near the ferry of Glendha, or Kyleska as 
it is also called. On looking at it with a glass, we 
saw one old bird sitting, not standing, on the nest, 
and yet on Dunbar’s swimming out to it he found 
no egg in the nest, which was exactly in the same 
state as when we left it three or four weeks ago: 
both birds, too, continued sailing and screaming 
over our heads as if they had eggs or young ones to 
defend. This nest, like the last three that we had 
seen, was built on the same kind of conical rock, 
standing out of the waters of the Jake; indeed on 
all the lakes where this singularly shaped rock was 
to be seen, there also was the osprey's nest, and 
there it had apparently been for many a long year, 
ag was clearly shown by one of the lochs being 
known by the old people only under the name of 
the loch of the “Eagle Fisher.” The ospreys on 
their arrival in this country seem to seek out 
these rocks in the wild solitudes, and on these 
and these alone do they build. Trusting to their 
isolated and lonely situation for safety, these in-“ 
teresting birds hold undisputed sway over their 
watery kingdom. I could not help being reminded 
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of @ couple of lines which I fell in with, that 
seem 2% propos to this instinct of the osprey which 
leads her to find out and take possession of all 
the rocks of this particular shape that are to be 
found in the lochs of Sutherland : 


‘Ni fillat fatum Scoti quocunque locatam 
Tnvenient Lapidem, regnare tenentar ibidem. 


T cannot remember whom I quote from. 

We drove again through the magnificently wild 
country which intervenes between Kyleska and Inch- 
nadampb. Above the shoulder of the mountain, 
which stands conspicuously in front of the inn, a 
golden eagle was hunting. The distance at which 
this bird can see her prey has often been talked of, 
but I never saw her power in this respect so fully 
displayed as on this occasion, The eagle was hover- 
ing so high in the air that she looked like a speck, 
when suddenly she distinguished a grouse on the 
heather, even at that immense distance. The height 
was too great to make a direct swoop, #0 the noble 
bird, instead of coming down straight at the grouse, 
almost closed her wings, and wheeled with rapid 
circles downwards from her first height, till she was 

* within a more moderate distance from the ground. 
‘The grouse seemed then to have hidden itself, for the 
eagle remained hovering for a few minutes, turning 
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her head in every direction es if she had lost sight 
of her victim ; when suddenly catching « glimpse of 
the poor bird, down she came with extended legs, 
and without seeming to more than touch the heather 
with her talons, she caught the grouse, and the next 
moment was flying rapidly away towards the highest 
cliffs of the mountain with her prey. 

Notwithstanding the incessant war waged against 
these noble birds, there are still some few eagles 
left in certain districts; but where there is much 
grouse -shooting, and where, in consequence, there 
are many keepers, they are quite extirpated. The 
shepherds seem too indolent to take much trouble 
about killing the old birds; though the mania for 
collecting birds’ eggs bids fair, I fear, to prevent 
any number of young eagles being hatched, as the 
eggs have become in such demand that they fetch 
from a pound to five-and-twenty shillings each from 
the numerous collectors, who by the by are con- 
stantly imposed upon most grossly in their col- 
lections, 

The most perfect arrangement of British eggs 
that I ever saw, and one that is quite to be relied 
on for the identity of every egg, belongs to my 
friend Mr. Hancock of Newcastle; a gentleman 
who combines with the most indefatigable and 
zealous love of nature in all ber forms, a refined 
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taste and acute perception that no trick of the trade 
can impose upon, © 

Mr. Hancock’s collection comprises very nearly 
every British bird’s egg, and many varieties of each 
kind, which he has collected, from public-spirited 
Motives, at an incalculable outlay of time and ex- 
pense, aided by a perfect and intimate knowledge of 
every bird, both in its living state and habits and 
in its anatomical structure and formation. 

Notwithstanding, as I say, the prices given by 
London collectors, the sea eagle at any rate is tole- 
rably common on the northern coast and islands, 
From its habit of building principally on the most 
inaccessible rocks and cliffs of the sea-coast, its nest 
is more secure than that of the golden eagle, which, 
building farther inland, and frequently in more 
accessible places, is liable to be killed, or to have 
its nest taken by shepherds, keepers, &c. 

The eggs of these two eagles are very similar to 
each other ; but the different specimens of each sort 
vary considerably in size and colour. I have seen 
golden eagles’ eggs of many different shades, from 
one of a pure white to one covered with light red 
spota: and the white-tailed eagle’s eggs vary in the 
“same manner. ‘The eggs of both have a fine strong 
character about them, which is difficult to under- 
stand withont seeing the egg. The nests of both 


110 TOUR IN SUTHERLAND. cH, Vir. 


kinds are generally formed of sticks of an astonish- 
ing size, frequently as large in diameter as a man’s 
arm—these, too, brought from a considerable dis- 
tance ; sometimes it is impossible to say where they 
can have procured them. The white-tailed eagle 
does not hesitate to use the coarse sea-ware and 
tangle for her nest. They build not only in the 
steepest possible cliff, but generally take advantage 
of some overhanging shelf, which, concealing the 
nest from above, makes it doubly secure: occa- 
sionally, however, I have known a golden eagle 
build in a place where an expert climber could 
reach the nest without the aid of ropes. 

The remains of geme of all kinds common in the 
mountains are found in great abundance about their 
nests when they have young; lambs-also, and near 
the deer-forests young red deer, are taken up to the 
nest. I cannot say whether they carry up the latter 
animals whole or not, but their remains always form 
part of the larder found at an eagle’s abode, if it is 
in a situation where deer abound. The weight of 
a newly-born red deer calf is not great, and once in 
the air the eagle would carry one easily enough. 
Instances have occurred of an eagle attacking a 
person when engaged in robbing her nest, but gene-" 
rally speaking they have a proper dread of man and 
fire-arms. Nevertheless I have known some well- 
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authenticated instances of this fear being entirely 
put aside; indeed it could scarcely be otherwise 
with so powerful and fierce a bird as an eagle, when 
so weak and timid a bird as a partridge has been 
known to fly at and atrike a man’s legs like a game- 
cock on her young ones being too nearly approached. 
This I have seen happen, and therefore I can easily 
believe that an eagle may do the same in defence of 
her young. 

The actual damage done to game by eagles is, in 
tay opinion, comparatively small, the favourite food. 
of these birds being the mountain hare, and every 
sportsman knows that the fewer of these animals he 
has on his ground the better: where they increase 
too rapidly (and no animal does increase more 
quickly) they become a perfect plague to grouse 
dogs, for however well broken your setters and 
pointers may be, the manner in which mountain hares 
run cannot fail to make the dogs fidgety and 
anxious, besides tainting the ground. Instead of 
running clear away wher started, like the common 
lowland hare, this animal (Zepus albus) hops quietly. 
from before the dog’s nose, and stops to sit erect on 
the very first hillock she meets with within a hun- 
‘dred yards of the dogs. When again approached, 
she repeats the same trick, and frequently remains 
for a quarter of an hour going slowly in front of the 
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dogs, and sitting up on her hind legs in full view of 
them ; in this manner not only tainting the ground 
with her scent, but as it were challenging the dogs 
to a trial of speed. Notwithstanding the good 
training one would suppose these inhabitants of the 
mountain ought to be in, they are easily run‘down 
even by a quick colley dog. Iknow of some grouse 
shootings where these hares have increased to such 
ap extent, owing to the destruction of vermin, that 
they have been killed by hundreds in a day, and 
are shot down at all seasons as a nuisance. A few 
eagles on such ground would be of great service. 

‘When mountain hares are not to be had by the 
eagles, they feed more on carrion, such as dead. 
sheep, than birds, a good-sized dead animal of this 
kind being far more suited to the ravenous appetite 
of a golden eagle than a small bird like a grouse ; 
and in the sheep districts there must be a constant 
supply, owing to accidents and disease. 

In the month of May I saw the nest of an osprey 
on the very summit of the old castle built on a point 
of land (sometimes an island) in Loch Assynt. The 
nest was then tenantless, and had been so for two 
or three years. On my return in June, I was much 
pleased at seeing one osprey on the nest, and another’ 
sailing over the loch. 


‘Though the osprey is, generally speaking, so very 
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rare in Britain, it frequents this locality, which seems 
particularly to suit it. Large tracts of the country 
here are almost unseen by human beings from one end 
of the year to the other. Covered with grey rocks, 
and broken up into a succession of small hollows, in 
most of which there are lochs, all abounding in trout, 
this district is exactly suited for the osprey, while 
it is unfit for any other animal; the sheep remain 
more on the extensive and grassy slopes, where they 
not only find plenty of food, but are more under 
the eye and protection of mankind. A shepherd in 
the broken, rocky tracts of country can have no 
chance of finding or seeing his flock ; while, at the 
same time, the pasturage is worth but little, con- 
sisting wholly of rank heather. Nor is the ground 
at all better adapted for the grouse shooter, as he 
would never keep sight of his dogs for two minttes 
together. For these reasons the osprey is but little 
disturbed, and lives unmolested for years. Even if 
a shepherd does pass the loch, the bird sits securely 
on her isolated rock, out of reach of all danger; as 
her nest can only be approached, in most instances, 
by swimming. I generally saw the osprey fishing 
about the lower pools of the rivers, near their 
mouths; and a beautiful sight it is, The long- 
winged bird hovers (as a kestrel does over a mouse) 
at a considerable distance above the water, some- 
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times on perfectly motionless wing, and sometimes 
wheeling slowly in circles, turning her head and 
looking eagerly down at the water ; she sees a trout 
when at a great height, and suddenly closing her 
wings, drops like a shot bird into the water, often 
plunging completely under, and at other times ap- 
pearing scarcely to touch the water; but seldom 
failing to rise again with a good-sized fish in her 
talons. The feet of the osprey are extremely rough, 
and the toes placed in a peculiar manner, s0 as to 
give the best possible chance of holding her slippery 
prey. Sometimes, in the midst of her swoop, the 
osprey suddenly stops herself in the most abrupt 
manner, probably because the fish, having changed 
its position, is no longer within her range; she then 
hovers again, stationary in the air, anxiously looking 
below for the reappearance of her prey. Having 
well examined one pool, she suddenly turns off, and 
with rapid flight takes herself to an adjoining part 
of the stream, where she again begins to hover and 
circle in the air. On making a pounce into the 
water, the osprey dashes the spray up far and wide, 
80 as to be seen for a considerable distance. 

The rapidity and certainty of stroke that a bird 
must possess to enable it to catch so quick a creature 
as the sea-trout can scarcely be understood. One 
would naturally suppose that the trout, in its own 
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element, would give a bird not the slightest chance 
of catching it, particularly as this can only be done 
at one dash, the osprey of course not being able 
to pursue a trout under the water like a cormorant. 
All fly-fishers must know the lightning-like rapidity 
with which a trout darts up from the depth of 
several feet, and with unerring aim seizes the fly 
almost before its wings touch the water; and yet 
here is a large bird, hovering directly over, and in 
full view of the water, who manages to catch the 
rapid-darting trout with an almost certain swoop, 
although one would naturally suppose that the fish 
would be far off, in the depth of the pool, or behind 
some place of refuge, long before the bird could 
touch the water. In the same manner it has often 
puzzled me how the terns can with such certainty 
pounce upon and catch eo quick a little fish as the 
sand-eel: the tern’s feet not being at all suited for 
holding anything, these birds catch the sand-eel with 
their bills. * 

‘The osprey is not nearly so early as the eagle 
in breeding; in fact the latter is far advanced 
towards hatching her eggs before the osprey arrives 
jn Scotland. It is said the ospreys always arrive in 
pairs ; if so, however, it is not easy to understand 
how, when one out of a pair is killed, the re- 
maining bird can find a mate, which it generally 
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manages todo. Thereare, too, but very few in Bri- 
tain at any time, their principal head quarters seem- 
ing to bein America; and though living in tolerable 
peace in the Highlands, they do not appear to in- 
crease nor to breed in any localities excepting where 
they find a situation for their nest similar to what I 
have already described. As they in no way interfere 
with the sportsman or others, it is a great pity that 
* they should ever be destroyed. 
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CHAPTER VIII. 


County of Sutherland; Variety of Climate and Soil — List of 
Birds; of Hawks; Owls; of the smaller Land Birds; of the 
Crow Tribe; Pigeons, &, 


‘Tuzex is no county in Britain with a greater variety 
of soil aud climate than Sutherlandshire, changing 
gradually from the rich and highly cultivated farms 
on the Dornoch Firth to the grey rocks and moun- 
tains of Assynt and Scowrie. The living produc- 
tions are also as varied and numerous as can be 
found in any district of our island. There are few 
British birds or quedrupeds that are not to be 
found in this county ; the vegetable productions, 
cultivated and uncultivated, are as numerous and 
varied. 

The firat agricultarists in England would delight 
in the fine farms near Dunrobin, and might perhaps 
take a lesson or gain a hint from the tenants’ manage~ 
ment of cattle and wheat, most of which is destined 
ultimately for the London market. Though no 
farmer myself, I pulled in my horse for some time 
to admire the numerous and beautifully kept cattle 
and crops of Mr. Craig of Kirkton, one of the Duke 
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of Sutherland’s most skilful and enterprising tenants. 
His cows would have gladdened the eyes of any 
Devonshire or Cheshire dairy-woman, as they did 
mine, a simple admirer as I am of beauty in any 
living animal, from a milk-cow to a field-mouse. 

There is an air of well-doing and comfort about 
the farms on the Duke of Sutherland’s property, 
which is delightful to the passer by, and must be 
doubly so to the kind and liberal landlord. Very 
striking too is the different appearance of the 
tenantry on some neighbouring properties, where, 
to keep up a forced and contemptible show, the 
proprietor rach~rents his tenants to the very utmost 
pitch of endurance. 

I will endeavour to give, for the use of the natu- 
ralist, a list of the wild birds of the county ; which 
be must take, however, exceptis excipiendis, as a list 
of an unscientific observer of nature. 

To begin with the finest of our indigenous birds :—- 


1. The Golden Eagle is still to be found tolerably 
numerous, but gradually decreasing, in the north 
and north-west part of the county ; though likely to 
be soon extirpated, owing to game~preserving and 
sheep-farming. To the latter the eagle is far more 
destructive than to the former. : 

2. The Cinereous or White-tailed Eagle is per- 
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haps more numerous than the Golden Eagle ; living, 
as it does, principally in tho lofty cliffs of the sea 
coast, and feeding more on dead fish and food found 
on the shore, it does not so often fall in the way of 
the trapper or fox-hunter: it breeds, sometimes, 
amongst the inland mountains. The White-tailed 
Eagle, though larger than the Golden, is not so 
handsome nor finely formed and coloured a bird. 
All other varieties of the eagle found in the High- 
lands are merely these birds in different states of 
plumage, owing to sex or age, as there are only 
these two distinct kinds of eagle in Britain. 

8. ‘The Osprey is more rare and local than either 
kind of eagle. Though not a very heavy bird, its — 
breadth of wing nearly equals that of the Golden 
Eagle. ‘The habitat of the Osprey is confined to 
the north-west part of the county, where the nume- 
rous lochs, well supplied with trout, afford this bird 
both refuge and food. The principal, if not the 
only places in which it breeds, are Loch Assynt; a 
loch two or three miles north of the ferry of Kyleska ; 
a loch three miles eastward of Scowrie ; two of the 
fresh-water lakes near Loch Inchard, at the head of 
which is the inn of Rhiconnich ; and, again, on Loch 
Maddie, the Osprey occasionally frequents a nest 
built on an old birch-tree in an island. 

4, The Peregrine Falcon comes next to the 
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Osprey. There are few ranges of lofty and pre- 
cipitous rock where this bird does not breed. The 
nest is difficult of access, and the old birds shy and 
wary; nor are they easily trapped, as they do not 
condescend to feed on any game which they heve 
not killed themselves: grouse, plovers, and wild- 
fowl seem to be their principal food. 

5, 6. The Hobby or Goshawk I never saw in this 
county, though I have no doubt of their being fre~ 
quent visitors here, particularly the former. The 
Goshawk seems very rare everywhere in Scot- 
land. 

7. The Merlin, the smallest of our British falcons, 
is not uncommon; it builds in the long heather, 
and preys on small birds, snipes, &. Bold and 
courageous, it will sometimes attack birds much 
larger than itself. Owing to its high spirit and 
daring the Merlin is not difficult to train for hunting, 
and this beautiful litile bird seems to have been 
in former days the peculiar hawk used by ladies :— 

A merlin eat upon her wrist, 
Held by 2 leash of silken twist, 
Its light weight would weary no lady's arm. 

8. The Kestrel is common everywhere, from 
north to south of the county; building in every 
cliff and rocky burn. Though ignorant gamekeepers 
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destroy it, the Kestrel, preying principally on mice, 
does far more good than harm. 

9, The Sparrow-hawh usually frequents the more 
woody parts of the county. Bold and courageous, 
it strikes and bears away a common pigeon with 
apparent ease, 

10. The Kite being large, greedy bird, and 
easily caught in traps, is very rare now—common 
as it was a few years ago. In the wooded districts 
it is still, though but seldom, seen soaring with 
graceful flight, bigh in the air. By repute the 
Kite is a great chicken stealer, and when she bas 
young of her own to provide for, no bird destroys 
more grouse, young hares, &c. 

11, The Common Buzzard a few years ago was 
very common, but now has been completely exter- 
aminated, excepting in the wilder districts. With its 
fine soaring flight the buzzard is a most interesting 
bird. In all its habits it appears to me to resemble 
the eagle more than any otber kind of hawk. 

12. The Hen Harrier is plentiful enough in the 
hilly districts, and, though very destructive to game, 
it compensates for this in some degree by occa- 
sionally preying upon rats, vipers, &. The cock 
is distinguished from afar by his nestly white 
plumage; while tho ben in her plain dress of brown 
is beat known by the white ring on her tail, unde 

VoL. I. @ 
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derivatur her name of ring-tail. The young male 
has the same plumage as the female. 

18. The Ash-coloured Harrier (Falco cineraceus) 
‘breeds near Bonar Bridge. Mr. Dunbar has taken 
the nest and killed the old birds in that district. 

I do not know for a certainty of any other hawks 
breeding in this county, but probably the Marsh 
Harrier, Honey Buzzard, &c., are occasionally met 
with, 

14, The Seops’~eared Owl has been found to 
breed near the Oykel river, having her nest on the 
heather. 

15. The Long-eared Owl breeds commonly in the 
fir plantations, or in ivy-covered rocks. 

16. The Short-cared Owl migrates to this country 
in October, and, unlike other owls, is found con- 
stantly in turnip-fields, rough grass, &c. This kind 
hunts frequently in the daytime. 

* 17. The Common White Owl lives, as in England, 
in old buildings, rocks, &., and as it preys almost 
wholly on mice ought never to be destroyed. 

18. The Common Brown or Tawny Owl lives 
principally in the woody districts, where it ia very 
common. In the frosty, clear nights of winter this 
bird is heard hooting and uttering strangely wild 
eries, In the spring it comes abroad at an earlier 
hour than any other ow]; and, sitting on the top- 
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most and leafless bough of some ash or larch tree, 
may be seen puffing out its neck and hooting loudly. 

19, The Snowy Owl is not unfrequently driven 
over to the north and north-east coast after severe 
gales from that quarter. 

20. A specimen of that beantiful little species 
called Tengmalmo Owl was'killed in May, 1847, by 
Mr. Dunbar, in an old ruined factory at Spinning- 
dale in Sutherlandshire. This and many other 
foreign birds may be, and most probably frequently 
are, driven over to the wild and solitary eastern 
shores of the county, without being seen or heard of. 

I must here put in a word for owls. They are 
most unjustly and ruthlessly persecuted. Most 
owls are not only harmless, but in fact they are of 
infinite service to mankind, Hunting chiefly by 
night, when almost all young birds are safe in their 
Toosting-places, the owls prey principally, if not en- 
tirely, on mice and rats, which are then abroad in all 
directions plundering the farmer’s produce. Where 
the owls have been much destroyed by pole-traps 
and other means, mice and rats increase to the moat 
mischievous extent, not only destroying grain, but 
also doing immense mischief in young plantations, 
by barking and nibbling the shoots of the young 
trees sometimes to an almost inconceivable extent. 


21. The Spotted Flycatcher is common enough. 
a2 
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‘Tame and familiar, it builds its well-concealed nest 
in the creepers and ivy that grow round a window 
or against the garden-wall. It arrives in May and 
departs early in autumn. Being dependent on 
flies for its subsistence, the first approach of cold 
drives this bird from the north to seck a warmer 
climate. 

22. The Water-Ousel enlivens most of the moun- 
tain streams with its lively motions and merry note. 
In winter it comes nearer to the sea for unfrozen 
water, while in summer it is seen everywhere from 
Cape Wrath to Dunrobin. 

23. The Common Ring-Ousel cheers the wan- 
derer through all the wilder parts of the county, 
suddenly breaking out unexpectedly into loud cong 
in places where the eagle or grouse would be more 
Jooked for than a singing bird. 

24. The Missel Thrusk is common, breeding 
very early. I saw it as far northward as Tongue. 

25. The Common Song Thrush is to be seen 
wherever there is wood. 

26. The Blackbird, though not quite so common, 
is plentiful also. © 

27. The Fieldfare and Redwing arrive in great 
numbers, and do not depart till some time in April. 

28. The Hedge Sparrow breeds in every hedge 
in all the cultivated parte of the country. 
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29. The Robin, with its usual sociability, fre~ 
quents the habitations of man, as in other countries. 

30. The Redstart breeds commonly about the 
woody glens and gardens near Dunrobin ; but, like 
most other insectivorous birds, departs for the south 
on the first approach of winter. 

31. The Sedge Warbler, singing like the nightin- 
gale during all the hours of darkness, is common. 
T heard its sweet note constantly during the night- 
time: generally it sings about reedy lochs and 
swamps. The most northern spot at which I heard 
this bird was at Tongue, where its song was easily 
distinguished, and had a most pleasing effect 
amongst the harsher notes of the landrail, redshank, 
sea-gulls, &e. 

32. The Willow Wren is also met with wherever 
there are hedges or plantations, 

There may probably be many other birds of the 
same family, unobserved by me, in the extensive 
woods of the southern parts of Sutherlandshire. 

83, The Golden-crested Wren is very numerous 
throughout the year. 

84, The Fire-crested Wren (Regulus ignicapillus) 
js sometimes met with. Mr. Bantock, the Duke of 
Snutherland’s gamekeeper, who has a collection of 
birds killed on the property, showed me one 
specimen. Being very like the golden-crested 
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wren, this bird may be much commoner than is 
supposed. 

85. The Pied Wagtail; 36. The Grey Wag- 
tail; and 37. The Yellow Wagtail, are all nu- 
merons, particularly the two former. 

38. The Titlark abounds in every part of the 
open and high districts, frequenting the summits 
even of the highest mountains, where it feeds on 
the numerous insects to be found amonggt the stones 
and plants. 

39. The Rock Pipit is very similar to the last- 
named bird ; it frequents the sea-shores. 

40. The Wheatear, coming early in the spring, 
ranges over the whole county, and is very abundant 
along the road-side in all the mountainous districts. 
Tt departs in the winter. 

41, 42. The Whin Chat and Stone Chat are 
to be seen in all the rough grounds where furze and 
broom are abundant. 

43. The Great Titmouse; 44. The Blue Tit- 
mouse; 45. The Cole Titmouse; 46. The Long- 
tailed Titmouse,—all enliven the woods and plante- 
tions throughout the year. Although not exactly 
migratory birds, all the Titmice as well as the 
Golden-crested Wren seem nearly constantly on 
the move, passing from tree to tree, from hedge to 
hedge, from wood to wood, and in fact from dis- 
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trict to district, to wherever the insects on which 
they prey are most numerous. 

47. The Bohemian Waxwing, a very beautiful 
bird, though not a native, is occasionally killed in 
Sutherland ; as are 

48. The Hoopoe; and 49. The Rose-coloured 
Starling, and probably mavy other continental 
visitors. 

50. The Sky Lark is seen everywhere, having 
few enemies excepting the merlin and other 
amall hawks. 

51. The variety of sky lark called the Crested 
Lark is also found about Assynt. 

52. The Snow Buntings arrive in great numbers 
in October. As the frost and mow increase, the 
male birds daily become whiter. They appear to 
be never at reet, flitting to and fro along the sea- 
shore, or other places where they find their minute 
food. 

53. The Corn Bunting haunts the cultivated 
regions : he is never far from the corn-fields. 

54, The Yellow Bunting, on the contrary, seems 
far more independent of grain; and I saw it 

. thronghout the county wherever there were any 
bushes or trees. 

55. The Reed Bunting is common also near 
rashy and reedy phols. 
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56. The Chaffinch; 57. The Greenfiach; 58. 
The Bullfinch; 59. The Goldfinch; 60. The Lin- 
net ; all common and daily-seen English birds, are 
everywhere to be found, excepting indeed the gold- 
finch, which bird is far more rare than the others, 
being seen only about some of the gardens and 
orchards in the south of the county. 

61. The Mountain-jinch, a bird not unlike the 
female snow-bunting in general appearance, is a 
frequent visitor. 

62. The common House Sparrow, as usual, fre- 
quents the habitations of men everywhere as far as 
Tongue. 

63. The Sisken is in almost every wood during 
the spring and summer ; nevertheless its nest is but 
rarely found. 

64. The Redpole is also common: it breeds in 
the little thickets of birch, &c., by the sides of many 
of the wild mountain lakes; and in winter may be 
seen in large flocks feeding on the seeds of the alder 
and other trees. 

65, The Cross Bill has of late years become 
numerous in the fir-woods ; and will probably be- 
come far more so when the magnificent plantations 
of the Duke of Sutherland grow to a height suited 
to these amusing birds. 

66. The Common Starling ia widely distributed. 
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The greatest number that I saw in any one place 
was on the island of Handa. 

67. The Goatsucker, an insectivorous bird, al- 
though not very frequently seen, is easily recognized 
by the humming noise it utters, which resembles 
somewhat the low buzzing of a spinning-wheel. 

68. The Cornish Chough, or Red-legged Crow, is 
rare. It fixes upon the most lofty and steep pre- 
cipices for its abode. I saw it near Durness. 

69, The Raven manages, notwithstanding the 
constant war waged against him, to keep his ground, 
and to continue tolerably numerous. I constantly 
see a pair or more of them playing grotesque antics, 
and uttering varied and strange cries upon some 
isolated rock on the mountain side, from which they 
ean have a good view of any approaching enemy. 
Their chief location is, however, along the seashore, 
aud about the rocky islands, where they can get a 
good supply of dead fish, seals, &c. 

70. The Carrion Crow is rare ; but, 

71. The Hooded Crow is numerous everywhere, 
in spite of traps and guns. Wary and strong, they 
manage to evade all attempts at their extirpation, 
and to keep up their indiscriminate and wholesale 
“destruction of eggs of every kind. I consider the 
hooded crow to be the greatest enemy to game, 
and indeed to all other birds, that we have. I have 

63 
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geen a black crow and hooded crow nesting to- 
gether. 

72. The Rook is as common in Sutherland as in 
any other part of the kingdom, repaying by its de- 
struction of grubs and noxious insects the mischief 
it does to grain. 

18. The Jackdaw is numerous, building both in 
rocks and chimneys, es its convenience or fancy 
‘happens to lead it. 

7. The Magpie is a common inhabitant of all 
the woody districts. 

75. That singular little bird the Wryneck has 
been killed but rarely in Sutherlandshire. 

16. The Common Tres-creeper is everywhere iu 
abundance where there is wood. 

7%. The Cuckoo is in great abundance during 
the spring and summer, more particularly in the 
rocky and wild hill-sides, where there are frequent 
patches of birch and other underwood. I heard it 
at Tongue, and everywhere to the south of that 
place. 

78. The Kingfisher is 2 rare but occasional visitor : 
it does not breed in Sutherlandshire. 

79. The Chimney Swallow is common. 

80. The Swift, according to its universal habit, 
wheels and screams as diligently round Dornoch 
Cathedral and other lofty buildings in Sutherland, 
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as it does round the spire of a village church in 
England. 

81. The Sand Martin is numerous wherever the 
ground suits its habits; and the Common House 
Martin is also everywhere : it breeds, too, in many 
of the rocky cliffs and caves of the coast. I 
particularly observed it in the cave of Smoo, near 
Durness. 

82. The Woodpigeon is numerous wherever woods 
and cultivation united afford it food and shelter. 
Tn ny opinion the good it does the farmer, in feed- 
ing for many months of the year on the seeds of the 
wild mustard, ragweed, &c. &c., is a fair equivalent 
for all the grain it consumes. As far north as 
Tongue I heard and saw this bird. 

83. The Rock Dove, a beautiful and interest- 
ing little bird, frequents most of the rocky shores 
of the north coast. Inhabiting the crevices and 
caverns formed by the constant beating of the waves, 
and fearless of the surf and swell dashing constantly 
into its dwelling-places, this bird lives and multiplies ; 
seldom killed by man, but probably affording a great 
source of food to the peregrine faleons who build in 
ita neighbourhood. 

T never saw any kind of woodpecker in Suther- 
Jandshire, though it is most probable that the 
spotted woodpecker does exist in the old woods near 
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Dunrobin and elsewhere. Indeed I have heard that 
it has beenseen there; but I would rather run the 
chance of leaving out birds that do occur than insert 
the name of any bird as being indigenous, unless I 
had seen it myself, or had heard of its being seen 
by persons whose authority I could not doubt, either 
as to their truthfulness or their skill. 

I write these pages wholly for the amusement and 
information of my reader, and take down the 
names of birds out of my note-book, in which I 
have inserted them in almost every instance after 
having seen them myself; and the very few which 
T have not seen living in Sutherlandshire, Mr. Dun- 
bar has procured in that county, and has them now 
preserved in his collection. 

I must apologise to the scientific ornithologist for 
any mistakes I may have made in naming the seve- 
ral birds, as I am more of an out-door than an 
in-door naturalist ; and if my notes are of any value, 
it will be for their truth, and because they are the 
result of personal observation and acquaintance with 
the birds. I will only request, in the words of 
Horace— 

Bi quid novisti rectine istia, 
Candidus imperti; si non, his utere mecom, 
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CHAPTER Ix. 


List continued — Game Birds; Destruction of by Shepherds — 
Plovers — Sandpipers and Snipes, &. — Waterfowl; Swans, 
Geese, varieties of Ducks, Grebes, Terns, Gulls, &.— De- 
crease of many kinds of birds—Egg Dealers. 

Tux next class of birds inhabiting Sutherlandshire 

that I will enumerate are those more immediately 

coming under the denomination of game. 

84, First among which is the Blackcock, cer- 
tainly the finest game bird of Britain. In the 
numerous and extensive plantations of the Duke of 
Sutherland this bird abounds, and extends through- 
out the county wherever it has the least protection 
from vermin and shepherds, and wherever there are 
any patches of wood. I saw several near the shore 
of Loch Laighal. It is, however, a bird easily 
destroyed. The shepherds and their boys generally 
carry guna, under the excuse of shooting foxes 
(which they never do), and in consequence black 
game and everything that is eatable fall a prey to 
these men at all seasons of the year, whilst grey 
crows and other destructive birds pass by unharmed. 

85. Grouse of course abound only where vermin 
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are kept under. In the north and north-west 
districts of the county, excepting in one or two 
small districts, grouse are very rare indeed. In 
Assynt, where a clever keeper and trapper is kept, 
these birds have increased rapidly within a few 
years. The Duke of Sutherland, I believe, only 
preserves that part of the country nearer to Dun- 
robin, and which is within reach of his friends. 
Even if all his immense territory were preserved 
and protected from vermin, &c., a great part of it, 
from its distance, would be useless as shooting- 
ground. No bird is handsomer or more game-like 
than a cock grouse in the spring time, as he struts 
and crows with erect comb on some hillock, scarcely 
- taking notice of the passer by. 

86. The Ptarmigan is tolerably numerous on the 
more lofty ranges of mountains, such as Ben Hee, 
Ben Cleebrick, Ben Laighal, and many others, the 
summits of which this bird frequents, seldom coming 
down to the heather, but living, a true child of the 
mist, above all vegetation, amongst the rocks and 
loose stones, The Ptarmigan requires protection 
as well as the grouse, more particularly from shep- 
herds and their boys. 

87. The Common Pheasant is nowhere very 
abundant in Sutherland; in the lower districts, near 
Dunrobin, there are some, but no great number, 
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sufficient, however, to make a beautiful variety in 
the game of the county. 

88. Partridges, on the contrary, are very nume- 
rous in all the southern range, where the finely- 
cultivated fields, bordering on the young plantations, 
offer every advantage for their breeding. I have 
occasionally seen partridges in very wild parts of 
Sutherland, where no bird but grouse would be 
looked for. 

89. The Quai? appears occasionally near Dun- 
robin. This bird may be here oftener than is sup- 
posed ; for, arriving when the wheat is at a sufficient 
height to conceal it, seldom taking wing, and de- 
parting before the crops are well off the ground, 
its presence can only be known by its peculiar call 
or whistle. 

90. The Landrail, as I have before said, is in 
every corner of the county where it can find a patch 
of corn. I heard it at Tongue in great numbers; 
also at Heilam Ferry in a small patch of oats. 
The gamekeeper at Tongue told me that he kills it 
frequently during the winter. 

From the Iandrail one naturally comes to that 
class of birds which comprise the plovers, &c. 

* 91, The Golden Plover is very numerous in all 
the higher districts during the breeding season, 
Its eggs are beautifully marked and very large in 
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proportion to the size of the bird. I saw these 
plovers on all the elevated moors: in winter they 
collect and descend towards the shores. 

92. The Dotterel, a rare bird anywhere, breeds 
on Cleebrick, but is by no means numerous. 

98. The Ring Dotterel is very numerous, breed- 
ing near the lakes and streams, and also near the 
sea~shore: they leave the inland parts of the coun- 
try entirely on the approach of winter. 

94, The Peewit or Lapwing is numerous every- 
where from the end of February to the end of 
October. 

95. The Turnstone is only a visitor, not breeding 
here. 

96. The Godwit. 

97. The Sanderling. 

98. The Knot, and a great variety of waders and 
sandpipers which, not being thoroughly acquainted 
with throughont all their changes of plumage, I can- 
not enumerate, swarm on all the sandy and muddy 
creeks and bays of the county. Jt would require 
many years, and a most accomplished naturalist, to 
describe accurately all the varieties that are to be 
found on these coasts. I am confident that, at dif- 
ferent times, almost every known kind of shore-bird 

99. The Oyster-cateher breeds here and re- 


ca, Ix. BIRDS. 137 


mains during the winter, always finding a good sup- 
ply of food. 

100. The Curlew, too, breeds on all the high 
moors, and takes to the shore in the winter. 

101, The Dunlin, and 

102. Common Sandpiper, also breed near most of 
the lakes and steams. 

103. The Jack-snipe is said to breed in one or 
two localities, as is also 

104. The Great Snipe (Scolopar major) ; but I 
never was quite satisfied with the authenticity of 
these accounts, particularly as regards the jeck- 
snipe ; for the very man whom I was referred to as 
having seen this bird breeding (Mr. Ross, the keeper 
at Tongue) distinctly assured me that it never had 
been seen in that country in the breeding season. 

105. The Common Snipe breeds in every locality 
suited to its habits. 

106. The Woodcock, of late years, has commenced. 
breeding also in most of the large woods, laying 
four large eggs, similar in colour to those of the 
snipe. 

107. The Redshank breeds also very commonly 
in all marshy parts of the hills. 

108. The Greenshank is not s0 common, but I 
saw it breeding about Loch Naver, Loch Laighal, 
and in many other places throughout the county. 
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109. The Water-rail is not. uncommon in the 
winter, but from its retired habits is seldom seen: 
it may perhaps breed inthe larger tracts of reeds 
and rushes, though I have never beard of ita nest 
being found. 

110. The Whimbrel breeds in the northern and 
moat retired parts of the country; I saw several on 
the island of Handa in the month of June. 

111. The Heron is common everywhere, though 
the only breeding-place that I know of is near 
Louberoy, on the Oykel River, where these birds 
breed on an island ina loch situated some two miles 
from the roadside. 

112, The Bittern ia rare: but I have heard its 
cry near Shinness, on Loch Shin. 

113. That very pretty and elegant little bird the 
red-neched Phalarope is found in the breeding sea- 
son, but only rarely. I saw a pair close to Loch 
Naver in the month of June: they evidently had a 
nest not far from the spot. 

The varieties of water-fowl are very nume- 
rous, and no doubt the county is visited by 
nearly every known European species at different 
seasons. 

114, The Common Wild Stan, and 

115, Bewick’s Swan, are not uncommon during 
the winter. Their appearance in any of the sea- 
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lochs, such as Loch Erriboll, is considered to fore- 
tell severe weather. 

116, The Grey Lag Goose breeds in Loch Mad- 
die, Loch Laighal, Loch Urigil, &c.; but 1 am 
sorry to see that these fine birds have every chance 
of being entirely driven away from their haunts. 

117, The Bean Goose breeds on Loch Shin, 

118. The White-fronted Goose is a winter visitor, 
and the rarest and handsomest species that fre- 
quents this country. 

119. The Brent Goose comes to most of the in- 
lets of the sea in immense numbers during the 
winter: it is one of the best wild-fowl for the 
table. 

120. The Bernicle Goose, though an occasional 
visitor, is much more rare than the last-named spe- 
cies. The brent goose is more frequent on the east 
coast, while the bernicle keeps to the western side 
of the county. 

121. The Sheldrake breeds very commonly about 
the sandy parts of the coast. 

122. The Pintail, a very beautifal bird, visits 
this county in the winter. 

, 123. The Common Mallard is everywhere to be 
found ; a8 is its miniature likeness, 

124. The Teal, during the whole year. 

125. The Widgeon breeds in a few localities, for 
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152, The Black-headed Gull breeds on inland 
Jakes in great numbers. 

153. The Kittiwake Gull breeds on the rocky 
cliffs of Handa and elsewhere. 

154, The Common Gull breeds also in great 
numbers on the rocky coasts and on different islands. 

155. The Greater black-backed Gull, and 

156. The Lesser black-backed Gull, breed in great 
numbers on different lochs: I particularly observed 
both kinds on Loch Laighal. No doubt many 
other species of the sea-gull and skua, besides a 
great variety of wild-fowl, visit this county at dif- 
ferent seasons; but I am determined only to enu- 
merate those that I have seen myself. No part of 
Britain, or indeed scarcely of Europe, is better 
adapted for a resting-place for migratory birds on 
their way to and from their more northern breeding- 
places; and the extensive lakes and wilds afford 
shelter to many that are not generally known to 
remain in Britain during the summer. The nume- 
rous bays and inlets of the sea, leaving at low water 
great tracts of sand and mud, afford food during 
the winter for innumerable wild-fow] and waders. 

Many of the finer kinds both of land snd water-_ 
birds certainly are becoming almost extinct, being 
hunted down by both gamekeepers and egg-dealera, 
the latter being frequently a set of mercenary and 
ignorant men, deceived themselves and deceiving 
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others as to the kind of eggs which they offer for 
sale; and instead of furthering the knowledge of 
natural history, rendering it more obscure by pass- 
ing off one egg for another, and having recourse to 
as many tricks as a horse-jockey in selling their 
specimens, which are often bought by people who 
have not the slightest knowledge of the natural 
history of the bird whose eggs they fancy that they 
are buying. 
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CHAPTER X. 


Deer Hounds — Deer Forest in Sutherlandshire — Effect of the 
Forests on Deer — The Stag casting his Horns — Hinds and 
Calves — Courage of the Hind — Poaching Shepherds — 
Value of Horns — Fighting of Stags — Highland Forester — 
Breed of Deer-Hounds. 

‘Wau staying at the inn at Aultnabarrow, I saw 

several brace of deer-hounds of the true old Scotch 

breed. These dogs, which belonged to Lord Elles- 
mere, were kept close to the inn, at the house of 
one of his Lordship’s foresters. The tract of country 
preserved as a deer forest comprises a most extensive 
Tange of mountains, the best in all Scotland for the 
purpose. Reaching away to the north-west and 
west, the forest takes in corrie after corrie, and 
mountain after mountain, of the most wild and 
romantic character. Fitted, too, for scarcely any 
other purpose than as a refuge for wild animals, the 
most determined utilitarian could not say that the 
ground was wasted, nor suggest a better use to 
which to apply it. It is far too barren to make 
sheep farming remunerative, and any other way of 
attempting to make the mountains in that district 
‘useful to mankind would be labour thrown away. 
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In this fine range the red-deer daily increase in 
number ; 80 much so, that I have no doubt that, 
unless they are systematically shot down, they will, 
in the course of some few years, degenerate in size 
and beauty from the ground being overstocked ; 
for, although there is plenty of room in the sur- 
rounding wild mountains for the deer to distribute 
and disperse themselves, still so much do they 
dislike being disturbed, and so determinedly do 
they adhere to the forests where neither sheep nor 
shepherds annoy them, that while these quiet places 
are overstocked, the deer are almost wholly drained 
out of all the surrounding mountains. I speak here 
only comparatively, for of course red-deer are to be 
found almost everywhere throughout the county ; still 
all the sheep-farms have far fewer deer on them than 
they had before the forest was made, notwithstanding 
that the number of these animals is probably greater 
on the whole than it was then. Certain slopes and 
hill-sides even close to the main road are never 
without deer, and the passer by seldom travels many 
miles without seeing some of these noble animals. 
They seem used to the sight of people on the road 
{although so few do travel by it) ; and on a carriage 
coming into sight the stag scarcely stops his feeding 
for a longer time than is sufficient for bim to take 
a good gaze at his natural enemy, when he again 

VOL. 1. Eq 


146 ‘TOUR IN SUTHERLAND. cH..x 


continues his rapid grazing, although perhaps not 
tuch more than a rifle-shot from the roadside. In 
the middle of the day the deer are seldom to be seen 
except by a practised eye, as they are then at rest 
and lying quietly, with little more than their head 
and neck above the rough heath. In the early 
morning or towards evening they feed downwards 
towards the grassy sides of the rivers and burns. 
In very hot weather the stags, tormented by ~ 
midges and flies on the lower grounds, keep on the 
high mountains and ridges, where they have the 
advantage of every cool breeze that blows. Hardy 
as he naturally must be, the stag does not seem to 
like exposing himself more than is necessary to ex- 
tremes of heat and cold. In this respect the hinds 
seem more hardy than their antlered lords. For 
some time after they lose their horns in the be~ 
ginning of May the stags seem to feel helpless 
and unarmed, retiring to out-of-the-way places, 
where they remain as quiet and stationary as they 
cap, not wandering far from their hiding-place, 
till their horns having in some measure grown, 
they feel more able to keep their place amongst 
their fellows. I have often heard people affirm that 
they hide their horns invariably on casting them, 
but this is by no means the case; the horns are 
constantly found; E have frequently picked them 
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up myself, and have seen great numbers that have 
been found on the bills, A man walking across a 
rugged ‘and extensive range of mountain cannot 
expect to find very often an object so little conspi~ 
cuous as a stag’s horn, unless be is a forester or 
keeper, and as such living amongst the deer at all 
times. There is no doubt, too, that deer have the 
habit of chewing and breaking up horns or bones, or 
any substance of the kind, that they find in their 
wanderings; in the seme manner that cattle in a 
field will chew for hours together a bone, old bit of 
leather, or any other hard substance, to the neglect 
of the clover or grass, or whatever food they may be 
surrounded by. It is probable also that the deer 
trample under the heather, in the course of their 
working at it, any horn that comes in their way. 
‘When about to calve, the hinds retire to the 
most lonely and undisturbed places, where there is 
little risk of their young meeting with enemies while 
unable to escape. For a few days they appear to 
keep them in these safe solitudes, visiting them little 
during the daytime ; but as soon as the calves have 
acquired a certain degree of strength, they become 
the inseparable companions of their mothers. Where 
the hind is, there is the calf following its dam over 
hill and dale. At first they are covered with white 
iuarks, but, losing these, they are ofa darkieh brown, 
H2 
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and are well clothed with long hair by the approsch 
of the winter. Although not coming to full maturity ‘ 
for several years, the growth of young deer is very 
rapid for the first six or eight month, Did they 
not acquire strength rather quickly in proportion to 
their after growth, it would be impossible for them 
to keep company with the hinds in their numerous 
flights over mountainous and dangerous passes, im- 
pelled onwards by the sight or scent of some enemy 
real or imaginary. Eagles and foxes both make prey 
of the newly-born calves ; though I am told that 
the parent will defend her young courageously and 
effectively against either of these enemies if she 
bappens to be at hand when they are attacked: her 
manner of defence is by striking with her fore- 
feet—a species of warfare in which the red-deer 
hind is a most active enemy, and difficult to cope 
with. I have seen one, when wounded and standing 
in a burn, raise herself up and lash out with her 
fore-feet (armed as they are with sharp and hard 
hoofs) in a manner which made it a service of no 
slight danger to approach her. Several times did a 
hind in this manner strike at and knock under water 
a dog of the most determined courage that I had 
slipped at her ; and equally ready was she to kick 
out with both her hind-legs at once, so that it was 
by no means safe or easy to get at her; till at last. 
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the dog, after being sadly knocked about, left the 
water, and sprang upon the deer’s back from an 
overhanging rock, seizing her by the ear and then 
by the throat in a mamer that soon subdued the 
poor animal, Having more than once seen a hind 
defend herself most courageously in this mamer, I 
can easily believe the stories that I have been told 
of their success in defending their young against fox 
or eagle, notwithstanding the cunning of the former 
and the almost irresistible swoop of the latter enemy. 

Deer, from their size and strength, are secure 
from the attacks of every other wild animal of the 
country. 

Notwithstanding the vigilance and care of the 
oreaters, who in this county are, I believe, all men 
of honesty and experience, the shepherds manage to 
kill many a deer at all seasons; nor is it possible 
for any number of keepers to prevent this entirely ; 
though they may be as watchful as possible, the 
shepherd, from being constantly on the hill amongst 
the deer, and knowing by experience all their haunts 
at every time of day and at every season, has ad- 
vantages over the keeper that no vigilance of the 
Jatter can counterbalance. A shepherd hes for 
some days perhaps observed that a particular fine 
stag, with noble head and in good condition, fre- 
quents some certain grassy burn to feed in. There 
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he grazes daily, gomg thither about four o’clock 
every evening ; and having done so undisturbed 
several times in succession, he becomes careless, 
and on leaving the braeside on which he rests 
throughout the day, he feeds rapidly down the burn- 
side ti he arrives at the favoutite spot of grass. 
The shepherd, knowing well that the deer will con- 
tinue on this feeding spot until disturbed, watches 
his opportunity when the forester bas taken some 
other direction, or bas not left his home, or in fact 
when the coast is clear: he then takes his gun out 
of the stock, and easily concealing the two parts till 
he is safe in the solitudes of the mountain, he betakes 
himself to some hiding-place within an easy shot and 
to leeward of the place which he well knows the 
stag will visit at the feeding time. Having looked 
well to his copper cap or priming, he waits patiently 
till the animal is within twenty or thirty yards of 
him, when a handful of slugs or a bullet settles the 
business. The four quarters are then conveyed 
home as convenience and opportunity suit. If the 
antlers are good, they are another source of profit, 
there being a ready sale for them to some gun- 
maker or bird stuffer, many of whom have con- 
stant correspondence with the shepherds, keepers, 
&&., for the purpose of buying deers’ heads, birds’ 
eggs, skins, &c., which they resell to visitors at 
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Inverness, or even to sportsmen who, taking the 
stag’s bead to England with them, pass it off asa 
trophy of their own skill and prowess. [have known 
instances of this kind, although it is difficult to 
understand how a man can exhibit as his own shoot- 
ing, and nail up over his hall-door, a stag’s head, 
which he has bought for three or four pounds in~ 
stead of chooting it, without being ashamed to be- 
hold such a memento of his own weakness and want 
of good faith. 

In wy opinion, the general ran of the old stags’ 
heads in Sutherlandshire are the handsomest of 
any in Scotland, in the way the horns are set on 
the head and in the shape of the horns themselves. 
The largest and oldest heads that I have seen in 
that county form 2 fine, widely-stretched circle, the 
tops of the antlers arching inwards towards each 
other. I never myself saw horns with eo fine a 
apread and arch in any other county, though I do 
not pretend to say that such may not be seen else~ 
where. A nobler sight than a herd of well-antlered. 
stags standing clearly defined on the horizon, and 
combined with the surrounding scenery and all the 

_ et cateras of the country which they inhabit, can 
scateely be imagined. On the wide grassy plains 
between Loch Shin and Aaltnaharrow, and between 
Ben Hee and 3: Cleebrick, I have generally seen 
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* a number of hinds néar the roadside ; but the atags, 
or at any rate the older stags, keep higher up the 
mountains, 

These plains must be excellent ground for run- 
ning the deer-hounds on, and I wished much that I 
could have remained long enough in the country to 
see some of the dogs run a deer; but being sum- 
moned at the time to England, I was obliged to de- 
part without even the treat of passing some days in 
the deer forest, notwithstanding the Duke of Suther- 
land’s kind permission. Of course I should have 
gone “ unarmed,” it being as early as the middle of 
Jane ; but I am happy to say that (although sporte- 
man enough in my way) I can enjoy watching and 
making acquaintance with the actions and habits of 
80 fine an animal as the stag quite as much as 
endeavouring to kill him, Without pretending to 
disown my love of deer-stalking, I find an enjoyment 
in watching unseen, and patiently, the animals in a 
manner which one could not do, supposing oneself to 
be rifle in hand ; for then, such is the passion of 
mankind for the chase, that I fancy few people exist 
who would not be more intent on killing the stag 
than in quietly looking at him. In the present 
instance, however, I'had little leisure for even 
looking at the deer. 

There is a constant succession@§: fine mountains 
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from Assynt down to near Duntobin Castle, all fre- 
quented more or less by deer ; and the gamekeeper 
at the castle told me that they came down into the 
woods close to his house, where from good. feeding 
and quiet they became very fine and fat, getting 
into condition very early in the season, I have fre- 
quently seen deer late in the evenings fight furiously 
with their horns, till the noise of their antlers strik- 
ing against each other sounded far and wide. The 
two hostile stags meet face to face, and, charging 
straight at each other like two rams, each endea- 
youred to turn the flank of the other as if to get a 
chance of goring him. The weakest, however, seemed 
always to have a prudent knowledge of when he was ° 
overmatched, and, having leaped quickly aside to 
avoid being gored, he generally retreated without 
injury. Sometimes, when equally matched, they 
fight together in this manner for a long time, making 
a great rattling with their horns. 

Deer-stalking with the Sutherland Highlander 
seems an almost invincible passion. His constant 
thoughts and dreams are about the mountain corrie 
and the stag: get him into conversation on any 
subject, and by some means it invariably comes 
Tound to deer and deer-stalking. He has stories 
without end, handed down from father to son, of 
wonderful shots, and dogs that never failed to 

HS 
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pull down their stag. On most points alent and 
reserved, on this one he is talkative and eloquent. 
No man, too, has a greater taste for, and a more 
correct conception of the beauties of nature: he 
points out to you with admiration the very mountain 
slope, the very corrie that you have already marked 
down in your mind as surpassingly grand. At first 
you may think him a reserved and rather morose 
man, but when he finds out that you are not only a 
brother of the craft, but also a fervent admirer 
of the natural beauties of his favourite lochs 
and corries, his heart opens, and he will go 
through fire or water to serve you: his expression 
of face alters, he takes you under his protection, 
and leads you to points of view which you would 
have travelled fifty miles to see; and, in fact, 
enters into all your wishes and thoughts with tact 
and. eager desire to please you. Mercenary and 
greedy as, I am sorry to say, Highlanders in many 
parts of the country have become, I did not find 
this the case in Sutherland. The shootings not 
having been let much, the country-people are not 
yet spoiled, but still retain in a great measure the 
natural good feeling, the air of high-bred civility 
of which most mountaineers have a far greater sharé 
than men of the same rank of life brought up in 
the lowlands. 


cH. x. HIGHLAND DEER-STALREE. 155 


Though a Highland deer-stalker may sometimes 
break loose and have a day’s bout at whisky, be is 
not, generally speaking, at all an intemperate man: 
two weaknesses he may have—snuff and smoke ; the 
mull, with its spoon of wood or eagle’s quill (that 
not a grain may be lost), and the well-smoked and 
short clay pipe, are his constant companions. If he 
misses his stag after a severe stalk, he takes.a few 
whiffs to console himself: if he succeeds, and has 
his hand already on the prostrate body of the object 
of his pursuit, the pipe comes into play. The 
first thing in the morning, while looking from the 
shealing door to see which way the wind blows, 
there is the pipe between his teeth: and when re- 
turning from his day’s work, he smokes the pipe 
of retrospection, while he calls to mind all the dif- 
ferent hits and failures of the pursuit. Having 
reached home, fed himself and dogs, and had his 
moderate allowance of whisky, twenty to one but he 
walks out pipe in mouth to see which way the clouds 
are drifting, so as to-speculate on the weather of the 
morrow, or perhaps to listen to the nocturnal cries 
of the birds and animals of the mountain or loch, 
Yon seldom see him fill his pipe; it seems ready 
charged, always fit for action, and also self-extin- 
guishing in some inexplicable mamner ; as on your 
asking him a question suddenly when out on the hill, 
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if smoking, ten to one but he puts the pipe, with 
red-hot tobacco in it, at once into hie waistcoat 
pocket, where it dies a natural death in an innocent 
manner that I would recommend no one else to 
expect his pipe to imitate. 

Summer or winter the Highland deer-stalker puts 
on his plaid when going out, and, if he does not carry 
a gun, has in his hand some favourite stick (or 
“‘staff” as he calls it) made of hazel or juniper, 
and cut during some excursion to the low country. 
His telescope, though good, generally refuses to be 
seen distinctly through by any eyes but his own; 
somehow no one else can hit off the focus. Though 
caring little for grouse shooting, he is usually a 
fisherman, and can throw a fly well enough on occa- 
sion, and a present of salmon flies goes straight to 
his heart. 

To return to Aultnaharrow. I was much pleased 
with the kennel of deer-hounds in charge of the 
forester there; some of them fine, powerful dogs, 
fit to pull down any stag. This breed of dogs, 
which a few years ago was almost extinct, or at any 
rate only in the hands of a very few Highland 
proprietors, is now rapidly increasing, not only in 
numbers, but also in size, strength, and other good ~ 
qualities. The three fest dogs of the kind that I 
ever saw were at Foyers, on Loch Ness; and I be- 
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lieve that they were equally admired by a gentleman 
far more fit to judge of them than I am, Mr. Grant 
of Glenmorriston, who was kind enough to take me 
to see them. The two young dogs were undoubt- 
edly among the finest of their race, for with the 
strength of a lion they were made as much for 
speed, and as compactly put together, as the highest 
bred greyhound at Newmarket. They had all the 
points and qualifications of a thorough-bred grey- 
hound, from their head to their round cat-like feet. 
Indeed I suppose that owing to neither trouble nor 
expense having been for some time past spared 
by many English sportsmen in improving this breed 
of dogs, the deer-hound is now to be found in as 
great perfection as ever it was. 

Like other greyhounds these dogs do not continue 
fit for service for more than six years. The vio- 
lent pace and the strains they are liable to from 
the nature of the ground they run on, and the 
strength of the animal they pursue, all combine to 
make them show symptome of old age at an earlier 
time of life than most other hunting dogs. In 
rearing these dogs it is absolutely necessary that 
they should have nearly constant liberty, without 
‘which they neither come to their full strength nor 
development. At the same time they are sadly 
inclined to sheep killing and other mischief: most 
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dogs learn this fault at first by being allowed to go 
about amongst very young Jambs, which are inva- 
riably tempting objects of pursuit to wild and mis~ 
chievously disposed puppies, 

Iam much inclined to crossing the deer-hound 
with the mastiff or fox-hound. The former I prefer 
as giving strength and determination in seizing and 
holding a stag. This cross, too, imparts to the 
disposition of the dog a kind of bloodthirstiness, 
which is invaluable in tracking and pursuing 
wounded deer, and this is the principal use of all 
deer-hounds. No forest will bear too frequent 
coursing; the deer will take themselves off to 
quieter ground without fail, being far more effectu- 
ally scared away by the hound than by the rifle. 
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CHAPTER Xi. 


Agriculture in Gutherlandshire — Facilities of reaching the 
County — Caledonian Canal — Travelling in Sutherland — 
Tans, excellent management of — Lairg — Tongue —Durness 
— Scowrle — Inchnadsmph — Inveran — Conclusion of 
Satherlandshire. 


I wrt now finish my sketches (hurried and im- 
perfect as they are) of Sutherlandshire by recom- 
mending my readers, who may wish for a week’s 
enjoyment, to follow my example end travel round 
that county ; there are few who would not derive 
much pleasure and amusement by doing so. The 
agriculturist and improver of land would be in- 
terested by seeing the different stages of husbandry 
in the county, from the perfectly cultivated farms 
and cattle of the southern parts, to the mde and 
Primitive method of raising small crops of oats 
amongst the rocks of the north and north-west, 
where the ground is turned up by ancient and 
quaintly shaped substitutes for spades—ploughing 
“being quite impracticable in many places; at the 
game time that about Tongue, near as it is to the 
extreme northern point of Britain, both the mode of 
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cultivation and the crops would do credit to many 
a southern county of England. 

The sheep, black cattle, pomes, &., in many 
parts of the county, are not to be surpassed in 
Britain. The naturalist, whether his tastea incline 
to botany, ornithology, or any other line of this 
interesting pursuit, will find ample means of enrich- 
ing his cabinets ; while I can safely promise the 
lover of fine and varied scenery a treat that would 
repay him for 2 far more difficult and weary 
journey. 

There are three ways of reaching Inverness from 
Edinburgh: by the steamers which ply along the 
east coast; by the Highland road, which passes 
through the centre of the country; or by Aber- 
deen: the latter is the least interesting road, as it 
passes through the bleakest and least beautiful part 
of Scotland. The Edinburgh and Inverness steamer, 
the “Duke of Richmond,” is comfortably enough 
arranged, and makes good way through the water, 
but the number of stoppages at different ports is 
tiresome to the traveller whose object is to reach 
the end of his journey. The Highland road has a 
paucity of public conveyances on it at present, but 
passes through a fine and characteristic range of 
country. I have occasionally taken the circuitous 
route going. from Edinburgh to Glasgow, and 
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thence up the Caledonian Canal to Inverness ; and 
this is after all, though apperently rather longer, 
much the most interesting and the least fatiguing 
manner of reaching Inverness. Not being exposed 
to rough water, the passengers by these steamboats 
are able to enjoy the beauties of the whole ronte; 
and they are constant and varied throughout the 
voyage. Independent of the very great natural 
beauty of the country through which the canal 
passes, there is a constant succession of objects of 
historical and legendary interest: while the captains 
of the boats are well versed in the history of these 
localities, and also are most obliging and attentive 
toall strangers, in pointing out and explaining every 
thing that is worth seeing. The managers and 
proprietors of these steamers at Glasgow are most 
ready and obligingly anxious to attend to the com- 
fort and amusement of travellers, and to aid them 
in their movements in any direction, in the most 
easy and economical manner. No complaint (if one 
is ever necessary), made against any of the servants 
of the company, for neglect of their duty, &c., will 
pass unheeded by the proprietors. In fact, the 
tourist can scarcely be in better hands, or take a 
trip that will repay him better than that by the 
Caledonian Canal. 

From Inverness to Tain or Invergordon the way 
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is easy, by land or ses. Once there, the traveller 
in Sutherlandshire has two ways of going throngh 
the county—either by hiring a horse and suitable 
machine, or by travelling by the mail-carriage, a 
kind of open phaeton, which takes (as well as I 
remember) several passengers: this vehicle goes 
twice a week northwards, and as often south. I 
rather prefer the more independent way of hiring 
a horse, which ought to be done for four or five 
shillings a day, exclusive of his keep. Although 
hay is not always to be had, I never failed getting 
good oats at the inns, and good grass, so that a 
horse is never at a loss. From Tain or Invergordon 
the best route to the north of Sutherland is to 
. Ardgye, near Bonar Bridge; a good inn and ex- 
cellent landlord. From thence to Lairg is eleven 
miles. 

At Lairg is another excellent inn, in 2 most 
beautiful situation. Lairg to Aultnaharrow, twenty- 
two miles; thence to Tongue, seventeen miles; 
Tongue to Durness, eighteen miles, with a resting 
inn at Heilam Ferry, or Loch Erriboll, about half- 
way. 

At Durness I should be content to pass many a 
day. The inn is one of the best in Sutherland, 
and the landlady, Mrs. Ross, makes her visitors ag 
comfortable as they can desire; at the same time 
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her charges are as moderate as the most economical 
traveller could wish. The country round Durness 
is fall of megnificently wild scenery, and the shel- 
tered little sandy bays afford excellent bathing. 

Durness, by Rhiconnich, to Scowrie, is about 
twenty-six miles. Scowrie should be another rest- 
ing-place: there is much to see, and a good inn, 
For my own part, I have a most pleasing recollec- 
tion of Scowrie, and of the hospitality of Mr. M‘Ivor 
(the Duke of Sutherland’s manager in that district). 

Scowrie to Inchnadamph, by Kyleska Ferry, still 
takes the traveller through a country every step of 
which is most splendidly wild and picturesque. 
Inchnadamph inn, at the foot of Ben More, and at 
the head of Loch Assynt, is another good resting- 
place. Loch Inver, four miles from Inchnadamph, 
has also an excellent inn, aud is well worth going to 
eee. To Inveran inn, on the Shin river, from 
Inchnadamph is thirty-two miles ; but with two inns 
on the way, Altnagalcanach and Oykel, at both of 
which tolerable accommodation may be had. In- 
veran is a small house, but as cleanly and comfort- 
ably kept as any inn in Britain. I never knew an 
angler on the Shin river who did not say the same 
of the inn at Inveran ; the landlady, in her homely, 
“ motherly ” way, makes her guests 80 comfortable 
that they always leave her with regret. 
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All the inns on the Duke of Sutherland’s pro- 
perty (almost without exception) are well kept, 
cleanly, and moderate in their charges, to a degree 
that the most suspicious and fastidious cockney 
traveller can find no fault with; and there is none 
of that paltry imposition which one meets with 20 
frequently in remote places in other parts of the 
Highlands, where a stranger is looked upon as fair 
game for plunder. 

My tastea have generally led me to the north 
and north-west of Sutherland, but there is also 
auch to interest and much to see in the eastern 
parts of the county. Going by Dornoch and Gol- 
spie, both excellent inns, thence along the coast to 
Brora and Helmsdale, two fishing colonies, and - 
turning northwards to Bighouse, the traveller 
can either return by Tongue or by Strathnaver, a 
beautiful green etrath which takes him to Aultna- 
harrow. 

My description of the different routes is short 
and imperfect, as I do not pretend to write a 
“road” or “guide” book; but I simply give 
this sketch as the result of my own note-book, 
hoping that it may be of use to any one wishing to 
see the most interesting county in Britain, and one 
of the least visited. Ross-shire, Inverness-shire, 
&c., lie more in the wav of grouse-shooters and 


CH. XI, END OF RAMBLES IN THE CouNTY. 165 


sportsmen, and are consequently more known and 
written about than Sutherland, although the latter 
can be travelled through with more ease, comfort, 
and economy than either of the other named 
counties, 

I must conclude my rambles in Sutherland, but 
hope that some more able and scientific pen than 
mine will be found to describe the objects of natural 
history and of interest in the county, which T have 
merely glanced at. These notes I now commit to 
the public with all their errors and imperfections, 
hoping that the fact of the incidents and remarks 
contained in them, being the result of the personal 
and unprejudiced observation of one more skilled 
in using the rifle than the pen, will induce the 
reader to excuse their faults, and to look more 
favourably on my scribbling than any merit of the 
notes themselves may deserve. 
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CHAPTER XIL 


JANUARY. 


‘Wood-pigeons — Feeding of Widgeon and Mallards— Wild 
Fowl — Water Bail— Wild Duck shooting — Change of 
colour in Trout. 


Dunne the month of January the wood-pigeons 
commence feeding greedily on the turnips. They 
do not, in my opinion, dig into the roots with their 
bills, unless rabbits or rooks have been before them 
to break the skin of the turnip. In fact the wood- 
pigeon’s bill is not at all adapted for cutting into « 
frozen and unbroken turnip. The crops of those 
which I kill at this season are full of the leaf of 
the turnip; and in feeding on these, they appear 
not to attack the centre or heart of the green 
leaf, but to eat wholly the thin part of it. The 
wood-pigeon feeds more particularly on the leaf of 
the Swedish turnip, es being more succulent, 

Yn the garden I see the titmice searching for, end 
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feeding on, the neats and eggs of the common garden 
spider. The little blue tomtit is of great service 
to gardeners, as a destroyer of many kinds of insects 
which would increase to a most injurious extent 
without the aid of these prying little fellows. . 

The thrushes begin to sing, and the corn-bunting 
and yellow-hammer to utter their spring note. 

In shooting along the bay and the streama, &c., 
which run into it, I have been astonished this year 
(1846) by the numbers of a new visitor to this 
country, the little auk. This bird, though so rarely 
seen here, appeara to have been driven over this 
season in great flocks; they are everywhere, and 
zo tame as to be easily knocked down with sticks 
and stoiies. 

‘The widgeon and teal have now nearly acquired 
their fall plumage; occasionally I bring home a 
drake-widgeon in his perfect beauty of feather, but 
very few of them have entirely put off their sober 
brown. The mallard has for some time been in 
high beauty, and is most valuable to the dresser of 
salmon-flies. 

T see the widgeon come regularly now at the ebb 
of the tide, to feed on the grassy banks which are left 
uncovered by the receding of the water. They first 
feed as they swim, round the edges of the small 
islands and banks; but when the tide begins to 
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recede, the birds come out on : the banks and graze 
like geese, 

"Tia season the wild ducks have found out a new 
kind of food—the remains of the diseased potatoes 
which have been left in the fields. My attention 
‘was first called to their feeding on them by observing 
that my domesticated wild ducks had managed to 
dig well into a heap of half-rotten potatoes, which 
had been put partly under ground, and then covered 
over with a good thickness of earth, as being unfit 
for pigs or any other animal. However, the wild 
ducks had scented them out, and although well 
supplied with food, they had dug into the heap in all 
directions, feeding greedily on the rotten potatoes ; in 
fact, leaving their corn for them. Ithen found that 
the wild ducks from the bay flew every evening to the 
potato-fields to feed on the roots which had been 
left ; and go fond were they of them, that I often saw 
the ducks rise from the fields in the middle of the 
day—in the evening it was always a sure place to 
get abraceortwo. The mallard is very omnivorous 
at this season: in the crop of one killed were oats, 
emall seed, shrimps, and potatoes, all the produce 
of his researches during the preceding night. 

We find the remains of the little auk every- 
where ; some I have seen amongst the furze~bushes, 
&c., at the distance of fully four miles from the sea. 

12 


172 FIELD-NOTES FOR THE YEAR. CH. XIf. 


They appeared to have been driven there by the 
wind, and to have died entangled in snch unaccus- 
tomed ground. The remains which I found did 
not appear to have been brought by crows, or any 
animal of prey. 

Doring the present severe frost, I am much 
amused with the long-tail ducks, who at every flow 
of the tide swim into the bay, and oftan some way up 
the river, uttering their most musical and singular 
ery, which at a distance resembles the bugle-like 
note of the wild swan more than anything else. 

As long as there is no collection of floating ice, 
the .bay is very full of birds, and the shores are 
enlivened with the large flocks of oyster-catchers, 
red-shanks, and an infinite variety of other wadera. 
The red-shank begins now to utter the peculiar 
whistle which indicates the return of spring: early 
as it is, too, the jack-snipes, red-wings, fieldfares, 
&ec., seem to return northwards, as I see great 
numbers of these and other birds, which had for the 
last month or two disappeared, having, probably, 
then gone southwards. 

‘The little water-rail seems to be a great wanderer. 
I find its track, and the bird iteelf, in the most un- 
likely places; for instance, I put up one in a dry 
furze field, and my retriever caught another in a 
hedge, at some distance from the water: I took the 
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latter bird home alive to show to my children. 
‘When I took him out of my pocket, in which most 
‘unaccustomed situation he had been for two hours, 
this strange little creature looked about him with 
the greatest nonchalance possible, showing fight at 
everything that came near him; and when, after 
having gratified the curiosity of the children, we 
turned him loose in a ditch of running water, he 
weut away jerking up his tail, and not seeming to 
hurry himself, or to be in the least disconcerted. 

In hard frosts during this month I get a great 
number of wild ducks by waiting for an hour (the 
last hour of light) near some open place in the 
locha, or streams, where they come to feed. On 
my way home from shooting, when I have been in 
the direction of the swamps, I often do this, and 
generally succeed in filling my bag with mallards 
and widgeon. 

Just before sunset I take up my position in 
the midst of two or three furze bushes, within 
easy shot of where a small stream runs into one 
of the lakes, keeping the water constantly open, 
Having given my retriever the biscuit which I 
always carry for him on these cold days, I light 
wy pipe (the great comfort of the patient wild- 
fowl shooter), and look out towards the bay for 
the mallards, The bay is nearly half a mile off, 
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but E can see the ducks between me and the 
sky almost as soon as they leave it. At first a 
solitary pair or two come, quietly and swiftly, pro~ 
bably making their way to some favourite spring 
farther inland. However, with the help of a car- 
tridge, I bring down a brace from a great height as 
they pass over; sometimes tumbling on the ice of 
the loch behind me, they are nearly split in two; 
sometimes, when winged, they fall in the rushy 
stream, and give the retriever no small trouble and 
cold before he gets them ; however, he always suc- 
ceeds, and having brought the bird, and received his 
reward of ship-bisenit, he lies down again, but with 
eyes and ears all intent on what is going on. The 
sea-gull, or heron, may pass, and he takes no notice 
of them ; but the moment that a wild duck’s quack, 
or the whistle of his wings, is heard, the dog’s ears 
erect themselves, and he watches my face with a 
look of most inquiring eagerness. I hear the wild 
swans “trumpeting” on the sea, but know that 
they are not very likely to come where I am placed. 
Presently, however, a brace of teal pitch suddenly, 
and unexpectedly, within a few yards of me, having 
flitted in from behind. 

T kill the drake, but cannot get s shot at the 
duck, as she flies low, and the smoke hanging heavily 
in the calm evening, preventa my seemg her. How- 
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ever, all at once the mallards begin to fly from the 
sea, and for half an hour or less I have to load and 
fire as fast as I can, as they fly over. I prefer 
shooting them on the wing, for if I let them pitch 
in the water, my dog has a swim every time I kill 
one, and gets half-dead with ice and frozen snow. 
The mallards generally fly in from the sea rapidly, 
and at no great height ; but it requires some practice 
to kill them, as their flight is much quicker than 
it appears, and they require a hard blow to kill 
them dead. If wounded only, they fly off, and 
dropping at some distance, I can seldom get them 
that night, owing to the approaching darkness. 
Sometimes my retriever marks the direction of a 
wounded duck and gets it, but generally they are 
lost, and serve only to feed the foxes, who seem to 
hunt for maimed birds regularly round the lakes. 
Having killed ten mallards and a teal, it becomes 
too dark to shoot any more, although I still hear 
their wings as they fly over my head. Besides 
which, I have nearly three wiles to walk; and my 
keeper, who has algo killed two or three, had, before 
we commenced duck shooting, sundry animals to 
garry, the produce of my day's wanderings. We 
have to walk home too, there being no road near 
these lakes. So, after I have re-filled my pipe, and 
the old fellow has re-charged his nose with a spoon- 
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fal of euff, we shoulder our game and set off. 
Eight or ten fat mallards, too, are no slight load 
over @ rough track in the dark, so we keep the sands 
as far as possible, listening to the different cries of 
the sand-pipers, curlews, and numerous kinds of 
wild fowl who feed on the shallows and sandbanks 
during the night time. Occasionally in the moon- 
light we catch a glimpse of the mallards as they rise 
from some little stream or ditch which runs into the 
bay, or we see a rabbit hurrying up at our approach, 
from the sea-weed, which he had been nibbling. 

Tn this way, with very little trouble, and often 
much nearer home, I can generally reckon on 
getting some few brace of wild ducks in the winter ; 
shifting my place of ambush according to the weather, 
the wind, &., changes in which cause the birds to 
take to different feeding-places. 

Trout are not nearly vo tender a fish as is gene~ 
rally supposed. At the farm-yard here they have 
two trout, about six inches or more in length, living 
in the wooden trough out of which the cart borses 
drink. They were caught in the river in August, 
and throughout all the severe frost have lived, and 
apparently continued in good conditicn, although 
sometimes in passing I have seen the water in the 
trough so firmly frozen, and the ice apparently 
teaching so low, that the trout had scarcely room te 
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swim. When fresh water is put in they always come 
to the place where it is poured, and seem to look for 
any particles of food or sny insects that may come 
in with it. They feed on worms which the boys 
often bring them, and which they take immediately, 
without fear. The change of colour in fish is very 
remarkable, and takes place with great rapidity, 
Put a living Slack burn trout into a white basin of 
water, and it becomes, within balf an hour,” of a light 
colour. Keep the fish living in a white jar for some 
days, and it becomes absolutely white; but put it 
into a dark-coloured or black vessel, and although on 
first being placed there the white-coloured fish shows 
most conspicuously on the black ground, ina quarter 
of an hour it becomes as dark coloured as the bottom 
of the jar, and consequently difficult to be seen. 
No doubt this facility of adapting its colour to the 
‘bottom of the water in which it lives, is of the 
greatest service to the fish in protecting it from its 
numerous enemies. All anglers must have observed 
that in every stream the trout are very much of the 
same colour as the gravel or sand on which they 
live: whether this change of colour is a voluntary 
or involuntary act on the part of the fish I leave it 
for the-acientific to determine. 

* In the case of some fish the change is perceptible in five 
minutes. 
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CHAPTER XIIL 


FEBRUARY. 


‘Change of colar in Btoats — Affection of Otters for their young 
— Roe-hunting — Attechment of Birds to their Mates — Food 
of Ficldfares during Snow — Widgeon — Wildfowl shooting 
at Spynie — Incidents in shooting — Winged Swan — Cats — 
Food of Wild Geese — Brent Goose. 

February 2nd.—Feunvany is always with us the 

most snowy month of the year. I find that, in my 

journal for the first week of this month, during 
several years, it is generally marked down that the 
country is clothed in snow. The quantity of floating 
snow and ice which comes down the river fills the 
bay, and sends the wild-fowl to some less dreary 
part of the country. Occasionally a golden eye or 

Jong-tailed duck pitches in some clear spot of the 

river, but is almost immediately driven out again 

by the floating ice. In some places the course of 
the river is quite altered, being choked up by the 
accumulation of ice on the shallows, and the water 
takes some new ron, What becomes of the fish 
during this kind of weather? 

The rooks dig deep into the snow, and plough 
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up the young wheat in great quantities with their 
strong bills. The stoats are now pure white in al- 
most every instance, although I shot one on the ard 
of this month who had only very partially acquired 
his winter colour. My rabbit beagles ran him for 
a long time fall cry on some rough ground. When- 
ever the stoat went into a rabbit-hole I turned him 
out again with a ferret, in this way running him till 
T killed him. 

While the river is in this state of confusion with 
ive, &c., I see that the otters take themselves to the 
unfrozen ditches and springs to hunt for eels and 
flounders, which fish they feed on apparently with 
great perseverance, if one can judge by the distance 
they hunt for them in the snow. The otter, judging 
from the ground he goes over, must commence 
moving as soon as it is dark, and continue his 
hunting till nearly daylight. 

Notwithstanding the shyness of the otter, this 
animal is very determined in the defence of its 
young ones, and boldly confronts a person who 
takes one of them up. My keeper tells me that he 
has seen an old otter feeding her young with fish: 
the two young ones were sitting on a flat stone at 
the edge of the burn when their parent brought 
them a good-sized trout. They immediately both 
seized the fish, pulling and tearing at it like two 
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“bull-dog puppies. At last they came to a pitched 
battle with each other, biting, squealing, and tug- 
ging, and leaving the trout to its fate. Op this the 
old one interfered, and making them quiet, gave the 

_ trout to one of ther as his own. The other young 
one, on seeing the parent do this, no longer inter- 
fered, but sat quietly Jooking on, till the old otter 
(who in the mean time had renewed her fishing) 
came back with a large trout for it also. 

‘When she brings a fish to the shore for her young 
ones, she calls them by a kind of loud whistling cry. 
Altogether this is a most interesting animal, grace- 
ful in its movements, and in salmon rivers not nearly 
so destructive and injurious as he is supposed to be, 
feeding on eels, flounders, and trout far more than 
on salmon: in such situations he is most unjustly 
persecuted. 

‘The roe now are in perfect condition, and I find 
the snow does not in the Jeast epoil the scent in 
hunting them with beagles. It is a very amusing 
kind of shooting where the woods are sufficiently 
broken and interspersed with open ground, so as to 
enable one to see both roe and hounds pretty often. 
Tn drawing the large woods I am often annoyed by 
the hounds going off after a fox, who generally leads 
them straight away for several miles, tires the little 
beagles out, and finally escapes into his earth with- 
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out getting shot: but occasionally he pays for his 
depredations, notwithstanding his cunning. 

Soon after throwing off in one of the large covers 
near the sea, the hounds begin to find the cold 
scent of roe, and gradually working up to the 
thickets, often start the animal in view. Away 
they then go, making the woods echo again with 
their deep tones, the younger dogs taking the lead. 
The roe at first tries to avoid leaving the first 
division of wood in which he is found, but on the 
hounds sticking to him, he crosses some wide, open 
heather and swamp to the higher grounds. Here 
the trees are older, with little underwood ; 20 after 
@ rattling run through all this, I can reckon on 
their crossing the swamps again to the thickets, 
where the buck was first found. He comes to the 
head of the brae and stands listening to the hounds, 
carefully examining the wide flats of heath, wood, 
and swamp below him. The hounds come nearer 
and nearer, and still the buck seems unwilling 
to cross the open ground. At last the dogs are 
cloae to him, and then only he descends the bank, 
springing over the juniper, which is frequently six 
feet high, the staunch little pack threading their way 
through it, Across they go, and over the swamps, 
the buck springing from hillock to hillock wherever 
he can find footing. The beagles make their way 
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wonderfally, often in view, but as often tumbling 
into the holes of water which they sometimes can 
scarcely get out of; however, I am generally at 
hand to help them, and once again on terra firma, 
off they go headed by old “ Durwood,” who begins 
now to think of killing. Straight through the 
thicket where we first found, across a wide tract of 
smaller and more open wood they run without a 
moment’s check, startling the blackcocks, who, 
rising as the hounds pass, perch on the summita of 
the fir-trees, looking down with wonder at what is 
going on. Away goes the roe, not fifty yards ahead 
of his persevering little followers, and they are now 
all in a wide tract of fir-wood, with the rankest 
heather in it that I ever saw: straight through this 
they go to the very sea-shore, putting up the curlews 
as they skirt the sands. But it is of no use; the 
beagles become more eager every moment, and after 
half an hour’s hard rupning round this tract near 
the shore, the buck seems suddenly to change his 
mind, and turns directly inland again, at a sharp 
angle to his course. A short, but very short check 
ensues; the hounds are soon in full cry again, and 
after pressing him hard through the cover, he is 
driven to some sandy hillocks in the midst of the 
wilderness—and here comes the trial of the hounds, 
Up and down, and round and round every one of 
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these does the roe go at a foot’s pace, but managing 
to keep always out of view; by this he recovers 
wind ; and, going slowly over the dry sand, leaves 
as little scent as possible. 

It won't do, however: the beagles, headed by the 
old dog, stick to his track, and wind in and out the 
hillocks after him, keeping the scent in a manner 
that is quite incredible. Away goes the buck 
again to try a new scheme. He suddenly dashes 
across a wide opening and gets to some high close 
forze: through this he winds his way, followed, 
however, by the relentless hounds, who, regardless 
of rabbita, &c., stick to his scent, although it is 
getting colder and colder. The evening is coming 
on, and the frost is becoming severer. The rabbits, 
too, help to put the dogs out. But the roe is 
viewed as he passes out of the furze, and we run 
him over some high hillocks which have great 
clumps of furze on them. Here again we sud- 
denly come to a check ; but, after searching some 
time in vain for his track or scent, I unexpectedly 
find his footmark in a deep dry drain which divides 
the pasturege from the wooded wilderness. There 
is no wistaking it. So I call the dogs, who, tired 
and stiff as they are, come joyfully to the hollos, 
At first they only sniff in an uncertain manner up 
the drain ; but at last the youngest hound gives 
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tongue at a spot where some grass or heather had 
retained the scent longer than elsewhere, and they 
are all soon again in full cry. I still keep with the 
hounds to help and encourage them, when presently 
Thear a shot, and rightly guess that my friend, 
whom I had left shivering long ago in # pass, had 
killed the roe. He turned ont to be a fine buck ; 
so after paunching him, and rewarding the dogs 
with blood and liver, &c. &c., which they wait pa~ 
tiently for, not attempting to tear the animal itself, 
we get it conveyed to the place where I had left 
my car, 

Passing through a wood on our way, the old 
hound, who was not coupled, suddenly threw up 
his nose, and before I could prevent him was off in 
full cry into the cover. I managed to stop the 
rest of the dogs, not wishing them to have any more 
Tumning, as they were all tired out, and went alone 
to get back Durwood. From his tone I soon knew 
that it was a fox he was after, as when bunting this 
animal his ery was always different from what it 
was when on the scent of a roe. I found it of no 
use going through the cover ; 20 I waited in the 
wide road towards which he seemed coming. Pre- 
sently, quick as lightning, and without the slightest 
noise, a very large dog-fox sprang into the road, 
‘He snuffed the air right and left with an eager look, 
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but seemed not to observe me, for I was standing 
quite still close to the trunk of a birch-tree. He 
then listened to the hound ; and finding that he was 
going eastward, the fox came trotting up the road 
directly towards me. When within about eighty 
yards he suddenly stopped, and seemed to suspect 
my presence. [had had my gun up to my shoulder 
for some time ; and the moment he stopped I pulled 
the trigger, trusting to a B. B. cartridge, notwith- 
standing the distance. He immediately began 
tumbling about, dancing on his head, and spring- 
ing into the air. I ran up to give him the contents 
of the other barrel, which was loaded with small 
shot, but he had disappeared ; however, with the 
help of the hound, who had now come up, I found 
him within twenty yards of the road. He was shot 
in the chest, and was in the very act of giving up the 
ghost when we came to him. In this country all ‘ 
ways of killing foxes are considered fair, as hunting 
is out of the question ; and if they are not kept down 
they destroy every kind of game, lambe, and poultry. 
Feb, 8.—I shot a female pochard to-day, one out 
of a large flock ; the rest, of course, all fiew away. 
But presently a male bird, probably the mate of the 
one I bad killed, came flying back from the lake to 
which the flock had gone, and after passing once or 
twice low over the place where I had shot her, he 
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Pitched on the water and swam about, searching 
eagerly for his lost companion. He then went off 
to the flock again ; but soon returned a second time 
to look for the hen. Three times did he go and 
return in the same manner, till at last he seemed 
to give it up as hopeless, 

I have observed the same attachment to their 
mates in common wild ducks, teal, swans, &., a8 
well as in many other birds. I remember an 
instance of a hen grouse being caught by the leg 
in a common vermin trap which had been set for 
ravens, It ‘happened that the trap was not looked 
at till late the following day, when we found that 
the cock grouse hed brought and laid close to his 
unfortunate mate a quantity of young heather 
shoots: they were enough to have nearly filled a 
hat, and the poor bird must have been employed 
many hours in collecting them. I cannot express 
how grieved I was at the hen having been caught. 

Great numbers of fieldfares come down during 
the snowy weather to the fields to feed on the 
turnips. They dig holes into the roots to an extent 
that astonished me. I shot two or three. They 
are very fat ; but smell and taste so very strongly 
of turnips that they are quite uneatable. 

The widgeons leave the bay, which is nearly 
covered with ice, and feed on the clover fields, 
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digging under the sow with their bills to get at 
the herbage. I never saw them do so before in 
this county ; indeed it is very seldom that the snow 
in Morayshire remains long enough on the ground, 
at least in the district near the sea, to annoy the 
wild fowl to any extent. 

While the snow is soft and newly fallen, the 
rabbits seldom go fifty yards from their seat of the 
day before, and constantly return to the same bush. 

About the middle of this month I was shooting, 
with Captain Cumming, at the Loch of Spynie, 
which I consider to be about the best loch in the 
North for wild-fowl shooting. Its situation is ex- 
cellent ; and being for the most part shallow, and 
covered with grass, rushes, and tall reeds, it is 
perfectly adapted in every way for sheltering and 
feeding all sorts of wild fowl; they resort there in 
incredible numbers, and of every kind, from the 
ewan to the teal. When, in the evening, we took up 
position near the old potato fields, we generally 
killed several mallards, as they feed constantly on 
these roots. 

The widgeon in this loch are remarkably fine, 
and seem to come early into good plumage. There 
would appear to be a great proportion of drakes in 
the flocks of these birds, as out of ten widgeon 
Killed there was only one duck. The flight of 
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widgeon in the evening, as they leave the deeper 
parts of the lake for the grassy margin, is very 
amusing. When they first rise, and before we can 
see them, we hear their peculiar whistle ; and they 
almost immediately appear flying in small companies 
with great swiftness to their destination. This 
whistling sound, which they utter during their flight, 
is quite different from their cry while swimming and 
playing on the water. It requires a very quick 
eye and a good retriever to bag many birds in this 
twilight shooting ; but Captain Cumming, alone, 
killed fourteen mallards and a widgeon one evening 
while I was there. This was excellent work, consi- 
dering that it was only for a short time during the 
dusk that he could shoot, that they were all single 
shots, and that every bird had to be retrieved ont 
of water overgrown with rushes, &. The widgeon 
have already begun ¢o fly in pairs. 

In the middle of February the peewits begin to 
appear here. The exact day depends chiefly on 
the state of the weather: the first break up of the 
snow and ice generally brings them. About the 
same time I hear the coo of the wood-pigeons, who 
now come near the house for protection. This they. 
do every year as the breeding season approaches. 

Three otters are frequenting the mouth of the 
Tiver, apparently fishing for the flounders left in 
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the pools near the sea. The keeper is pretty sure 
of catching them by putting traps at the places 
where they leave the water on their way up the 
stream after fishing. Whilst going down the otter 
seldom leaves the water at all; but unintermittingly 
fishes his way to the sea: coming up, he takea the 
land at all the rapids and strong streams. Two 
rather singular and yet similar things happened to 
me one day whilst I was wild-fowl shooting. I shot 
ata mallard, a considerable distance from me, and 
evidently struck him, as after flying some distance 
to the windward he pitched in a grass field: but, 
on my approach, he rose again and went at a great 
height down wind towards the sea. I happened to 
keep my glass on him, and when he was about a 
quarter of a mile off I saw him turn over in the air 
and fall. On coming up to the place I found the 
bird quite alive, but with his wing broken close to 
the body. The shot must have struck the bone 
without breaking it, The singular pert of the 
affair was that the bird: could battle againat strong 
wind for at least a quarter of a mile without the 
injured bone giving way. In the evening we went 
to wait at a pool for ducks. Just as it got dark a 
rushing noise was heard, and a pair of swans 
skimmed rapidly over the old keeper’s head, and 
pitched in the water, making @ monstrous wave, 
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They did not see us, and immediately began to 
feed. It was getting dark, and the old man, not 
wishing to lose a chance, got up from his hiding- 
place and ran quickly to the water’s edge, firing 
both barrels at the largest bird as it flew away. His 
gun was only loaded with No. 8, and the distance, 
as we afterwards found, was above forty yards. 
Both the swans flew on for some distance, until we 
suddenly saw the wing of one give way, and down’ 
came the bird into the pool, which was of consider- 
able size, although shallow. I had left my retriever 
at home to rest, and before I could stop him, in 
went the old man, and then began a chace which I 
have seldom seen equalled. Although the water 
was shallow, the bottom was uneven; and every 
minute down went Donald head foremost. I called 
to him to let me shoot the bird, and leave it to drift 
to the shore ; but all in vain, On he went, tum- 
bling over and over, and the swan swimming and 
struggling in the water close to him, making an 
immense splashing and noise. They got quite 
away from me; and I had nothing left but to sit 
down and watch the chace as well as I could 
through the approaching darkness. At last he 
hemmed the bird into a rushy corner of the loch, 
and caught her. But this was no sooner done, than 


the swan, by her flapping and struggling, tripped 


FEB, ‘WINGED 8WAN-—-WILD CATS. 191 


him up; and got away again, leaving her antago- 
nist flat in the water. Then, and not till then, he 
began to load his gun, which he had to my great 
wonderment contrived to carry all the time high 
over his head; but, of course, notwithstanding all 
his care, it had got quite wet and would not go off, 
and the conflict ended at last by a lucky blow from 
the barrels which stunned the swan, Iwas amused 
at the boyish eagerness of so old a stager; particu- 
larly as we never lost a shot at ducks or anything 
else without his laying it to my fault. I “ had 
lifted my head too high,” or done something else 
showing my want of tact. The poor fellow was in 
a sad plight, being ducked to the skin all over 
with half frozen water. However, I made him walk 
quickly home, and he got no damage from his ex- 
ploit. . The swan weighed 18 Ibs., and measured 
above seven feet from tip to tip. We found that 
many shots had struck the wing feathers without 
breaking them, 

Towards the end of February whenever the 
ground is soft the badgers leave their holes, and 
wander far and near, digging up the ground like 
pigs, in the fields as well as in the woods. 

The wild cats are brindled grey, and I have ob- 
served that domestic cats of the eame colour are 
more inclined to take to the woods and hunt for 
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themselves than any others. When they do so they 
invariably grow very large, and are moet destructive 
to game of all kinds. A large cat, of this colour, 
found out some tame rabbits belonging to my boys, 
and killed several of them. At last we saw him 
come out of a hole where some white rabbits were 
breeding; and he was shot. The brute had evi- 
dently been living on them for some time. 

At this season the bean goose and the pink-footed 
goose feed very much on a coarse red-coloured 
grass which grows in the peat mosses. They pull 
it up and eat the root, which is somewhat bulbous 
sbaped. While feeding on it they become very 
heavy and fat, and have no strong or disagreeable 
flavour. 

Though these two kinds of geese both feed and 
fly together, still while on wing and while on the 
ground they keep somewhat apart. The bean geese 
are far the most numerous ; but there is generally 
a small company of the pink-footed kind with them, 
and no one but a close observer would perceive that 
they do not associate as closely as if they all be- 
longed to one family. 

A wounded brent goose, which I brought home, 
yery soon became tame, and fed fearlessly close to 
us ; indeed, I have frequently observed the same in- 
clination to tameness in this beautiful kind of goose. 
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MARCH. 

Wild Swans — Loch of Spynie; Wild Fowl on it— Pochard — 
Carrion Crows — Death of Wild Swan — Domestication of 
‘Wild Fow!; flavour of — Arrival of Geese, 

Evsay day now shows the approach of spring. 

The mallards are in peirs in all the pools near the 

lakes, taking to the larger sheets of water only 

during the daytime. My boys catch plenty of 
sea trout in the river; these fish rise better in the 
month of March than at any other time. I have 
seen for some time six wild swans on one of the 
lakes; they appear to be of two different kinds, 
three of them being much larger than the others, 

The larger birds, too, are much more wary and 

wild than the smaller; at the head of them all is 

the largest swan I ever saw. 

The swans frequent one particular lake, seldom 
alighting on any other piece of water. This lake 
is peculiarly open, and very difficult of approach, 
which is doubtless one reason for their fixing on it ; 
another is, that in many places it is so shallow that 
they can reach with their long necks the grassy 
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plants growing at the bottom, on the roots of which 
plants they feed. Whenever I go that way there 
are these swans surrounded by numbers of ducks, 
widgeon, teal, &c., who are feeding with them and 
looking out for the scraps and remnants of the 
plants which they pull up. 

Day by day, at the beginning of March, the 
brent geese seem to increase in numbers: they feed 
on the grassy banks on the shores of the neck of 
land called the “ Bar.” 

I drove over to Gordonston to shoot ducks on 
Spynie. Although the lochs were crowded with birds, 
the day was too fine and calm to enable me to kill 
many. However, I managed to shoot a few mallards 
and teal by rowing along and quietly in and out the 
tall reeds which grow in patches on the lake. The 
teal are now very lively, flying constantly in small 
companies and keeping up a perpetual whistling. 
‘The coots are always conspicuous amongst the other 
wild fowl, swimming high in the water and moving 
quickly about. On the islands I found several otter 
seats in the rushes, where they appear to make 
forms like hares, 

The keeper caught a beautiful male pochard 
which had been wounded somewhere in the body, 
but apparently was not much ‘hurt, although dis- 
abled from flying. I took it home with me alive, 
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and turned it into a small enclosure, where it 
amused us much by its tameness and confidence, 
beginning to eat worms and porridge immediately, 
and seeming to enjoy itself in this new situation as 
much as if it had been always accustomed to it. 

There are no enemies 20 destructive to the wild 
fow! as the carrion or rather the hooded crow, which 
is the kind we have here. Eggs and young birds 
all come alike to these robbers, but the keeper at 
Spynie manages to kill great numbers of them by 
poison ; he uses strychnia, a very small quantity of 
which kills the crow on the spot. 

The badgers hunt more and more every day at 
this season if the weather is open, and apparently 
they wander several miles from their home. 

On the 2nd of March I see the rooks building. 
There is much snow on the mountains, but the low 
country is quite clear. 

The principal wild fowl on Loch Spynie, Loch 
Lee, &e., just now, are mallards, sheldrakes, 
widgeons, teals, pintails, scaup ducks, pochards, 
golden eyes, a few swans, bald coots and waterhens, 
besides an infinity of gulls, redshanks, plovers, 
peewits, curlews, &c. They all keep up a constant 
calling and noise, in the morning and evening par- 
ticularly. All the ducks, though collected in flocks, 
still keep in pairs, so that when a large flock is on 
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wing, it eeems to consist wholly of different pairs of 
birds, 

I have tried two or three days to get at the 
largest wild swan on Loch Lee, but without suc- 
ceas; my fruitless attempts I do not mark down 
—Horas non numero nisi serenas. However, on 
the 6th, a fine sunny day, as I passed at some 
digtance from the lake where the swans were feed- 
ing, they rose and alighted on the largest of the 
Pieces of water ; seeing this, and that they were 
not inclined to take to the sea immediately, I sent 
the boy who was with me round the lake where 
they were, while I made my preparations for re- 
ceiving them at their feeding lake, supposing that 
they would return to it if allowed to rest for an 
hour or so and then quietly moved ; even if they 
did not alight, I knew that I was pretty sure of their 
line of flight to the sea, and they seldom flew very 
high. I waded across part of the loch to an island, 
where 1 determined to await them, and set to work 
to make up a hiding-place of long heather, &. 
This done, I loaded my gun with large shot and 
cartridges, and established myself behind my bar- 
ticade. With my glass I saw the boy and retriever 
go round towards them; the appearance of the 
swans floating quietly on the water was most pic- 
turesque, their white forma being clearly defined on 
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‘the dark blue water, and their shadows almost as 
distinct as themselves. They all held their heads 
erect, watching the boy, who, as he had been 
instructed, walked to and fro opposite the birds 
and sufficiently near to put them up, but without 
appearing to be in pursuit of them, I hoped by 
this means to drive them over to the loch where I 
was concealed without frightening them so much 
as to make them take off to the sea; but they 
seemed so unwilling to rise, and so little afraid of 
the boy, whom they appeared to look at with curi- 
osity rather than alarm, that I strack a light in 
order to smoke the pipe of patience and resignation, 
for, fine as the day was for March, my situation in 
a damp island and wet through above my knees 
began to be uncomfortable, 

The latakia was not half puffed away when I 
heard the well-known warning cry of the swans, 
and immediately looking round saw them just 
flapping along the water preparatory to their flight. 
Cocking my gun, and holding the pipe tighter in my 
teeth, I waited anxiously to see in what direction 
they would fly. At first they made straight east- 
ward, as if off for the bay of Findhorn, but after a 
short flight in that direction they turned, and I saw 
them coming three and three together, as usual, 
straight towards where I was concealed. In a few 
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minutes they were exactly over my head, at a good 
height, but still within shot, flying with their long 
necks stretched straight out and their black feet 
tucked up, but plainly visible as they passed over 
me. I stood up and took a deliberate aim at the 
largest of them as he ascended higher into the air 
at my unexpected appearance. The first barrel 
seemed to have little effect on him, though I dis- 
tinctly heard the shot rattle on his strong quills; 
the second, however, which was loaded with larger 
shot, was more effective : whilst his two companions 
continued crying to each other, he remained silent. 
However, he kept up with the rest, and they all 
went off towards the bay. In the meantime three 
smaller swans came within twenty yards of me or 
Jess, trumpeting and calling loudly. 

With the glass I watched the bird I had fired at, 
as I knew he was hard hit. He still, however, held 
his way with the rest, and they were gradually 
getting indistinct when I suddenly saw him rise 
straight up into the air, his snowy plumage shining 
as it caught the rays of the sun. I saw him a 
second time rise perpendicularly to a great height ; 
he then suddenly turned backwards in the air and 
tumbled headlong to the ground perfectly dead. 
He was above half a mile or more from me, in the 
direction of the bay, and the whole intervening 
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ground was covered with sand-hills and bent, so 
that I could not see the exact spot where he fell, 
whether on the dry ground or in the sea. However, 
I marked the direction as well as I could, and set 
off after him. 

Large as he was, I had a long and for some time 
a fruitless search amongst the broken sand-hills, 
I scanned the bay with the glass in vain, and then 
came back towards the lochs. At last I hit upon 
him by finding a quantity of blood on the sand, and 
following the drops, which had fallen almost in a 
stream: in fact the track of blood, though falling 
from such a height, was as conspicuous as that of a 
wounded hare on snow. At length I came to the 
swan, who was lying stretched out on the sand, and 
a noble bird he was. I shouldered him as well as 
his great length would enable me to do, and 
carried him back to where the boy was waiting for 
me. I found him, too, no slight burden; he 
weighed above 27 lbs.; the breadth between his 
wings 8 feet, and his length 5 feet. Of all the 
swans I ever killed he was by far the largest, the 
usual weight being from 15 to 18 Iba. 
. The pochard which I brought home from Spynie 
remains quite contented and goes about with the 
other ducks. He will eat whatever they feed upon, 
but prefers worms to everything else, showing great 
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activity in diving for them when they are flung into 
the water. If they are given to him on land, he 
usually carries each worm to the water before 
eating it. Even when brought into the house he 
seems quite at home. Many kinds of wild fowl 
tight, with a little care, be perfectly domesticated, 
and I have no doubt would breed freely. Care 
must, however, be taken to prevent their flying 
away at the migrating seasons, and also to keep 
them at home when they begin to make their nests, 
as at that time they inclined to wander off in 
«search of quiet and undisturbed places. I have no 
doubt that the sheldrake might be tamed in this 
way, and after a few generations of them had been 
bred at home, that these birds would become as 
useful for the table as our common ducks, and 
would be far more ornamental. 

After two or three generations of any bird have 
been domesticated the young ones lose all their 
wild inclinations, tameness becoming hereditary with 
them, as skill and the power of benefiting by edu- 
cation become hereditary in dogs to a very striking 
degree. 

Though the flesh of the wild sheldrake is quite 
unfit to eat, being excessively rank and fishy, the 
birds, if domesticated and fed on proper food, 
would soon lose this strong flavour. The common 
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mallard, though so excellent a bird when feeding 
in the stubble fields, is often rank and bad when 
driven by deep snows and frost to feed on seaweed, 
shellfish, &c, Widgeon and brent geese also, and 
in fact all wild fowl, are good or bad esting sc- 
cording to where they feed, in the same way that 
the dog of the Chinese, which is fatted for the 
table, must be very unlike in flavour to a foxhound 
who has been fed on horseflesh. 

The bernacle goose seldom pays ua a visit, but I 
saw a few one day near the bar. I had one of my 
boys with me, who was anxious to get a shot at a 
wild ewan who was swimming about one of the 
lochs, and when we came back from an unsuccessful 
pursuit of him the geese had left the place. This 
bird is numerous only on the west coast. 

About the 20th of March I see a few white- 
fronted geese feeding in the swamps near the lakes. 

On the 22nd the dabchicks come to their breed- 
ing places in the smaller lochs, where there are 
plenty of rushes, and the sheldrakes now come fre- 
quently inland. About the middle of March the 
Dlack-backed gulls are very noisy in the bay. 

As the old keeper saw some bean geese pass over 
the house, I took a long walk on the 12th to look 
for them in their usual feeding-places, but without 
success, The old man, a true “ laudator temporis 
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acti,” complains that the whole country is zpoilt by 
“ drainings and improvements,” which banish the 
wild fowl from their former haunt. 

‘When the frogs begin to croak in the pools and 
ditches the mallards are sure to be found in these 
places every evening and morning. 

23rd.—Nune avis in ramo tecta laremque parat. 
‘The woodpigeons are building in the shrubberies 
close to the window. 

How beautifully the different birds are con- 
structed for their different modes of feeding! The 
tender nerves at the end of the bills of the wood~ 
cock, snipe, and curlew enable them to find their 
food under ground as correctly as if it were 
within full view. The oyster-catcher can detach 
from the rock and break up mussels and other 
shellfish. The oyster-catcher, by the bye, can have 
little to do with oysters except in name, for strong 
as he i, he could scarcely manage to find his living 
if condemned to feed on oysters alone. The bill of 
the merganser and other birds of that kind is per~ 
fectly adapted, by meana of its curved teeth, to 
hold their slippery prey, while the inward sloping 
plates in the wild duck’s bill are equally suited for 
retaining the smal] worms, é&c., on which they feed. 
‘The carrion-feeding ravens and other birds of that 
class have a most perfect and powerful weapon in 
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their strong and sharp bills. The crossbill, too, 
shears off the fir-cones and extracts the seeds with 
his clumsy-looking bill with a facility that no other 
shaped tool would afford him. In short, go through 
the list of all birds, and you will find that each one is 
perfectly adapted in form and powers for procuring 
ita peculiar food, 

Whilst talking of the food of birds I cannot help 
adverting to the absurd idee of woodcocks and 
snipes living “by suction,” which you see gravely 
affirmed as a fact; whereas @ snipe or woodcock is 
as great an eater as any bird I kmow. Any one 
who has kept either of these birda in confinement 
well knows what difficulty he has had in supplying 
them with sufficient worms to satisfy their ravenous 
appetite. My friend Mr. Hancock tells me that 
he has succeeded inkeeping many kinds of sand- 
pipers, and even the common snipe, alive and in 
good health by feeding them principally on boiled 
liver minced small, which seems to approximate 
more closely to the usual food of insectivorous and 
worm-eating birds, than any other substance. 

Tt is amusing to see the arrival of the larger 
flocks of geese about this time of year. A few 
small companies of pink-footed and white-fronted 
geese usually arrive early in the month, but about 
the 28th, and generally on some quiet evening, im~ 
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mense flights of the bean goose arrive in the Find- 
horn Bay. They come in, just ebout sunset, in four 
or five large flocks, and an infinite quantity of 
gabbling and chattering takes place for several 
hours; but by daybreak they seem to have deter- 
mined on their respective beats, and separating 
into emaller flocks disperse over the land, and do 
not collect again in yery numerous flocks until they 
are about to leave that part of the country at the 
end of April or the beginning of May. The wild 
geese decrease in number every year: the grey lag 
goose is @ very rare visitor to the oat-fields here, 
although so many breed in Sutherlandshire, 

The woodcocks are more numerous at this time of 
year in the larger woods than during any part of the 
winter: they pair early, and have probably before this 
time taken up their breeding quarters. Those which 
breed abroad do not leave this country till just be- 
fore their time of laying. Iam much inclined to 
think that most birds which migrate from us in the 
spring pair some time before they take their de- 
parture. 
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APRIL. 

Ficld Mice — Brent Geese — Arrival of Migratory Birds — In- 
stinet of Crows in Feeding — Instinct of Thrushes —- Disap- 
pointments in Shooting Wild Geese — Death of White-fronted 
Geese — Shetland Pony —- Heronry — Aneedote of Roebuck 
-— Wild Duck's Nest. 

Tar wild geese which came a few days ago have now 

entirely disappeared, either in consequence of find- 

ing no oats sown, or from some impending change 
of weather on the higher grounds. 

The field-mice on the approach of cold and wet 
shut up the mouths of their holes. There are a great 
many of these little animals in some of the fields 
near the house, notwithstanding the quantity killed 
by the owls, who come down from the large woods 
every night, and hunt in the cultivated grounds. 

Immense numbers of brent geese float with every 
tide into the bays formed by the bar. As the tide 
recedes they land on the grass and feed in closely- 
packed flocks, On the land they are light active 
birds, walking quickly, and with a graceful carriage. 
On any alarm, before rising, they run together as 
close as they can ; thus affording a good chance to 
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the shooter, who may be concealed near enough, of 
making his shot tell among their heads and necks. 
All geese and swans have this habit of crowding to- 
gether when first alarmed. 

April is an interesting month to the ornithologist, 
as it is then that most of the migratory birds change 
their quarters, some leaving us, and others arriving. 
The regularity of their going and coming is very 
surprising. Unless change of weather or very severe 
winds interfere, the arrival and departure of most 
birds may be calculated nearly to a dey. 

For the last two years I have first seen the mar- 
tins on the 25th of April, and the common chimney 
swallow on the 27th. The terns also come at the 
same time. Indeed in both years I have seen them 
on the same day, i.e. the 27th. On the 30th 
the fieldfares still remain, but not in the same 
numbers as they were a few days ago. On the 
28th large flocks both of fieldfares and redwings 
passed by us on their way to the northward. A 
few pair of these birds breed, I am told, in the 
large woods near the Spey. And this year (1848) 
Iwas shown a nest and eggs, brought from that 
district by a brother of Mr. Dunbar. He deacribed 
it as having been placed near the ground. 

Mr. Hancock tells me that in Norway, where he 
has seen them breeding, the fieldfares make their 
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neats in very large companies, a great many being 
Placed on each tree, and for the most part at a 
considerable height from the ground. 

The last jack-snipe that I killed this year was on 
the 18th of April. Indeed I do not remember ever 
killing one after that time. I shot a greenshank on 
the seme day. The latter bird breeds commonly in 
Sutherlandshire. But I have never ascertained 
that the jack-snipe’s nest was seen, or indeed that 
the bird is known to breed, in that county. The 
widgeons begin to decrease in numbers. I do not 
understand the moulting of these birds: for at the 
very time when they leave us, many of the male 
birds have not attained their full plumage. Those 
who frequent the salt water are more backward in 
this respect than such as feed in the fresh waters; 
nor are the former ever in such good condition, or 
so well flavoured, as the latter. 

There are very large flocks of the oyster-catcher, 
the curlew, and the knot on the sand-banks, &c, 
Whenever these birds want to alight on any spot, 
if the wind is at all high they invariably pitch with 
their heads straight to windward; if they come 
down the wind to their resting-place, they first fly 
past it, and then turning back against the wind, 
alight with their heads in that direction. 

At this season salmon and trout frequent those 
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parts of the river where the stream is the slowest, or 
lie in dead water, apparently not having the strength, 
which, in the warm weather, enables them to lie per- 
fectly at their ease in the strongest rapid. 

Amongst the curious instincts which birds display 
in providing themselves with food, one most resem~ 
bling reason is that which teaches the common crow, 
on finding on the shore @ shell containing fich, to fly 
with it to a height in the air, and then to let it 
drop in order to break the shell sufficiently to get 
at the fish enclosed in it. When the stone does 
not break the first time that the crow drops it, she 
darts down, picks it up, and ascends still higher, 
till she perceives that the height is sufficient for her 
purpose. Sometimes another crow darts in to carry 
off the booty; upon which a battle ensues in the 
air, Cunning as the crow is, she seldom finds any 
prize without letting all the neighbourhood know of 
it by her cries and gestures. With perfect truth 
the ancient poet said— 

© Tacitus pasci, si posset corvas, baberet 
Plas dapis, et rixe malto minus invidieque,” 
The crows collect great numbers of sea-shells on 
particular favourite hillocks, which are often at 
some distance from the sea. I have frequently ob- 
served in this country great collections of this kind, 
and from the state of the shells it would appear 
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that they bring them to the same placo for many 
successive years. 

In some of the woods the thrushes and blackbirds 
carry the land-shells to certain fixed stones against 
which they break them, in order to get at the snails, 
In a wood of “ Brodie” where the round yellow and 
black-striped shell (Helix nemoralis) is abundant, 
owing [ conclude to the rocks under the surface being 
limeatone, I watched two thrushes bring several of 
these shells in a very short space of time; they 
knocked them against the stone, and if that did not do, 
they stuck the shell in a crevice and hammered away 
at it until they extracted the snail, with which they 
then flew away, probably to feed their young. When- 
ever I passed through the wood J always visited the 
thrushes’ stoné, and found an increasing heap of 
broken shells. Most birds, if carefully watched, 
would be found to have recourse to various most 
surprising expedients in order to obtain food for 
themselves and their young. 

In this country April is the best month for the 
Bean-geese, yet many weary and often fruitless 
miles E have walked in pursuit of them. There is 
something in the wildness and wariness of this fine 
bird that makes it a peculiarly attractive object of 
pursuit ; but wild goose shooting ia 


“ Omnium rerum incertissims.” 


210 FIELD-NOTES FOR THE YEAR. CH. XV. 


When I have concealed myself in one of my 
hiding-places in » newly-sown field of oats or peas, 
the geese, after keeping me perhape a long time 
waiting, may arrive at last; and alighting on the 
field, may commence feeding without any suspicion 
of danger till they come nearly within shot. But 
although concealed from the geese, I may be visible 
in a different direction, when a couple of villainoue 
large black-backed gulls—2s happened to-day— 
came by, and seeing me lying in wait in a suspicious 
manner, immediately commenced screaming and 
wheeling over my head. The geese, who are all dis- 
persed in the field, no sooner hear the gulls than they 
run rapidly together away from me, for they know by 
the direction in which the gulls are looking, where 
the danger is ; they then rise and betake themselves 
straight to the sea, leaving me without the chance 
of a shot, after all the trouble I have had in pre- 
paring an ambuscade. 

One day this month, too, after endeavouring for 
some time to approach unseen some white-fronted 
Beese, one of which I was very anxious to procure 
for a friend, I saw the birds go to a pool where 1 
knew I could get within shot of them without the’ 
least trouble. So making a considerable circuit, I 
arrived at a part of the ground from which my ap- 
proaching the geese was perfectly easy. But just 
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then some peewits saw me as I was advancing in a 
crouching attitude up to the birds, Had I been 
walking upright, these peewits would not have taken 
any notice of me; but the moment that they saw 
me stooping to conceal myself, they attacked me 
with screams and cries of alarm sufficient to warn 
all the country. The geese of course took wing, 
and left me to return as I came. 

To atalk a flock of wild geese when feeding is as 
difficult, if not more so, as to stalk a stag. From 
the nature of the ground which they feed on, and 
their unwearied vigilance, unless you have con- 
cealed yourself beforeband within reach of their 
feeding-place, it is nearly impossible to approach 
them. Even if some half-dry ditch or drain passes 
through the field, and is of sufficient depth to hide 
the sportsman, supposing he has strength enough 
of back and of resolution to walk in a stooping 
Position up to his knees in cold water for some hun- 
dreds of yards, still the birds are most unwilling to 
approach any such line of ditch, or indeed any ° 
other place which can possibly conceal an enemy. 

One of my boys, however, succeeded in getting 
at this same flock of white-fronted geese in a place 
where a man could never have done eo. He was 
out for a walk with a gentleman who waa staying 
with me, to whom he was acting as cicerone or 
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guide to the lochs, as I was unable for some reason 
to go out with him myself. The little boy took the 
telescope, which their attendant carried, and having 
looked along the shores of the lakes and through 
all the likely parts of the ground, which he knew as 
well as I did, from having frequently ridden that 
way to join me, he shut up the glass with the excla- 
mation, characteristic of a deerstalker—* There 
they are!” My friend’s question of courae was— 
“ Who are there?” And on being told it was a 
flock of geese, he at once understood why he had. 
been led on from point to point under different 
excuses; for he had good-naturedly followed pas- 
sively wherever he was told to go. Having been 
shown the geese, he sat down with the glass and 
allowed the child to attempt the task of stalking 
them, but without having the slightest expectation 
of his success, 

Having watched him for some time till he be- 
came invisible, having apparently sunk into the 
ground amongst the rushes and long grass, his at- 
tention was next attracted by seeing the geese 
suddenly rise, and almost immediately perceiving 
that one fell to the ground. The next instant hé 
heard the double report of the boy’s gun. Another 
goose left the flock and fell at some distance, but it 
was unnoticed by him and the servant, as their 
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attention was taken up by the young sportsman, 
who went dashing through water and swamp to 
seize the first bird that fell: it was nearly as big 
as himself, and he brought it up to them in tri- 
umph, a successful right and left at wild geeze 
being rather au era in the sporting adventures of 
a boy ten years old. The well-earned game was 
then slung across his pony in company with sundry 
rabbits, &c., and was brought home with no small 
exultation. 

This Shetland pony, than which I never saw a 
more perfect one, is of great use in many ways. 
After the hours devoted to Latin, &. are over, one 
of the boys, when the weather is tolerable, gene- 
rally rides out to meet me, if I am in ground 
which I cannot drive to; and having anchored his 
pony to a weight sufficient to keep hin from wan- 
dering far, but not too heavy to prevent his feeding 
about the rough grass, furze, &., he joins me, and 
the pony has all the hares and rabbits slung across 
his back to save the shoulders of the old keeper. 
Standing fire perfectly, the little Shetlander seems 
rather to enjoy thé shooting, and to take an in- 
terest in what we kill, With proper treatment and 
due care these Shetland ponies become the most 
docile and fine-tempered animals in the world ; but 
if once they are badly used they soon become as 
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foll of tricks and as vicious as a monkey, The 
only bad habit of which I could never break ours 
was opening every gate which hindered his getting 
out. There was scarcely any common fastening 
which he would not undo with his teeth, aud if he 
found a weak place in railings he would push 
against it till he broke it, and then gallop away 
for an’ hour or two where he chose. He also had 
& peculiar knack of finding out and opening the 
oat-chest in any stable. When out on a marauding 
excursion of this kind he knew perfectly that: he 
was doing wrong, and would not allow me to catch 
him, although at home he would follow me any- 
where, putting his nose into my hand to ask for 
apples or bread. At all times, however, he allowed 
any one of the children, particularly my little girl, 
to catch him, and when caught always camé back 
as quietly as possible. There wasa great deal of 
fun and conscious roguery in the little fellow’s 
style of mischief which one could never help laugh- 
ing at. When idle in his field nothing seemed to 
Please him so much as a game of romps with any 
dog who would play with him. 

‘When I lived close to Nairn, as soon as ever he ‘ 
heard the horn of the mail-coach, which was blown 
on its arrival at the inn, he invariably ran to an 
elevated part of the field, from which he could soe 
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over the wall, and waited there for the mail to 
pass. As soon as it came opposite his station off 
he set, galloping round and round the field with 
his heels generally higher than hie head, and his 
long mane and tail streaming out, evidently show- 
ing himself off to obtain the applause of the pas- 
sengers, to whom he seemed to afford daily amuse- 
ment, as every head was turned back to see him as 
long as they possibly could. 5 

Riding by the heronry on the Findhorn I saw the 
keeper at Altyre searching in all the jackdaws’ nests 
that he could reach for the remains of the herons’ 
eggs. These active little marauders live in great 
numbers in the rocks immediately opposite the 
herons, and keep up a constant warfare with them 
during the breeding season, stealing an immense 
number of their eggs, which they carry over to the 
holes and crevices of the opposite rocks and eat them, 
out of reach of the herons. The keeper took hand- 
fuls of the shells of the herons’ eggs out of some of 
the jackdawes’ holes: the injury to the heronry from 
this cause must be very great, es the plundering 
seems to be incessantly going on. 

Tove that the peregrine falcon still breeds near 
the heronry: a pair only remain in the rock, as 
every season they drive away their young ones to 
find a resting-place elsewhere. The barn owl also 
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breeds in the rocks of the Findhorn: not- having 
towers or ruins to breed in, they adapt themselves 
to their situation and take to the rocks. 

The male of all hawks, I believe, feeds his mate 
while she is sitting on her eggs. Whilst I was 
fishing in the Findhorn, at a place where a great 
many kestrels breed, one of these birds came flying 
up the course of the river with a small bird in his 
claws. When he came opposite the rock where the 
nest was, he rose in the air and began to call 
loudly and shrilly for his mate, who soon came out 
from the rocks, and taking the bird in her talons 
flew back with it; the male bird, after uttering a 
few cries expressive of pleasure, flew off to renew 
his hunting. 

The time at which roe lose the velvet from their 
horns seems to depend on the lateness or earliness 
of the season. This year (1848) is backward, and 
as late as the 15th of this month I see that the 
horns of the bucks are still covered with the velvet. 
Tn early seasons their horns are quite clean by the 
4th or 5th of the month. When the larch and other 
trees become green, the roe wander very much, 

* taking to the smaller woods and grassy plantations 
in search of some favourite foliage or herbage. A 
fine buck came to an untimely end at Darnaway. 
Mr. Stuart, on his way to fish, was going along a 
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narrow footpath on the top of the rocks which over- 
hang the river, when his dogs, running into the 
cover, started a buck, who taking 2 sudden spring 
into the footpath found himself unexpectedly within 
a few inches of Mr. Stuart, in fact almost touching 
him. Without pausing for an instant the fright- 
ened animal with another spring went right over 
the high rocks inte the deep black pools of the river 
below. Mr. Stuart got down to the water and 
managed to pull the roebuck out, but the poor 
animal was quite dead, killed by the shock of jump- 
ing from so great a height, although his fall must 
have been much broken by the water. 

‘When a crow leaves her nest on being disturbed, 
her quiet, sneaking manner of threading her way 
through the trees tells that she has young or eggs 
in the thicket as plainly as if she uttered crios of 
alarm. These birds are early breeders: I found a 
hooded crow’s nest with eggs nearly hatched on the 
16th April. 

The common wild duck often builds her nest in 
a.situation from which one would suppose it would 
be very difficult for the young, when first hatched 
to make their way to the water. My retriever put 
up a wild duck on the 16th in some very high and 
close heather at some distance from any water. I 
found that she had her nest in the very centre of 

vou 1. L 
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the heather and in the densest part of it. The 
nest was very beautifully formed ; it was perfectly 
round, and looked like a mass of the finest down, 
with just sufficient coating of amall sticks, &. out- 
side to keep the down together. There were thir- 
teon eggs init, which we took home and put under 
a bentam hen: they were hatched in a few days, 
and I allowed them to go at liberty with their 
foster mother in the kitchen garden, where they 
soon became perfectly tame. When the gardener 
digs any part of the ground, the little fellows im- 
mediately flock about his spade, so that it is difficult 
for him to avoid hurting them, as they tumble about 
an the newly-turned up earth, darting st the worms 
which come into view; whenever they see him take 
his spade they run after him as if they thought that 
his only object in digging up the ground was to 
find them food. One tiny fellow, who is weaker 
than the rest, and who consequently gets pushed out 
of the way by his stronger brethren, waits quietly 
to be lifted up on the flat of the spade, where 
the gardener allows him to stop out of the reach 
of the others, while the little glutton swallows 
a worm nearly as big as himself. The moment 
the spade is laid flat on the ground he knowa 
that his turn has come, and rumning on it looks 
out for the expected worm, and is quite fearless 
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although raised on the spade several feet from the 
ground. * 

There are few wild birds or other animals which 
could not be tamed and made useful to us if, in- 
stead of constantly persecuting them, we treated 
them with hospitality and allowed them to live in 
peace and plenty. All wild fow] are susceptible of 
domestication, and there are very few kinds which 
would not breed in a tame state. 

Most wild fowl require very little extent of water, 
as long as they have grass fields to walk about and to 
feedin. No more water is necessary than is sufficient 
for them to wash and take an occasional swim in. 

Our brent goose seems to eat scarcely anything 
‘but grass, and any snails and worms it may find in 
the field. Heis a far more graceful bird on land 
than the pochard, for quick and active as the lattcr 
is in the water, his great flat fect, placed far behind, 
are of little service to him in walking. 

The eye of the pochard is of a most wonderfully 
clear bright-red colour, something between crimson 
and scarlet, and is quite unlike that of any other 
water-fowl that I am acquainted with. 

April, if the weather is fine and genial enough to 
bring out many flies, is about the best month for 
trout-fishing on the Findhorn, Large river-trout, 
which are seldom seen at any other time of the 

u2 
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year, make their appearance in this month dnd ;rise 
freely ; the sea~trout Tshing, lower. down néanithe 
sea, is equally good, the’ fish being numerous and 
_ eager to take the fly. 


MAY, ( 221 ) 


CHAPTER XVI. 


MAY. 


Nests of Birds — Crose-bills, &c. — Lateness of Season — Bean- 
Geese — Partridge’s Nest — Northern Diver — Coot's Nest — 
‘Teal and her Young — Wren's Nest — Badgers; cunning of; 
anecdote of — Aurora Borealis; sound made by. 

In this region May is invariably ushered in by 

the croak of the landrail, Generally this bird is 

heard on the Ist. If, however, the graas and wheat 
fields are backward, it is not heard till the 2nd or 
8rd, but never later than the 3rd. 

On the Ist of May we found in an old crows’ 
nest, placed in a tall Scotch fir-tree, the neat of a 
horned owl, with one young bird, half-grown, and a 
rotten egg. The owls hoot now very much, and 
though none breed very near the house I hear them 
every night in the ash-trees. 

The young thrushes, blackbirds, robins, and 
hedge-sparrows will soon be hatched; but the 
greenfinches, chaffinches, &c., although their nests: 
are nearly completed, have not yet laid any eggs ; 
the insectivorous birds being the first to build, 

Swallows, martin, swifts, and wheatears become 
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numerous about the first week in May, and the 
andrail’s call is heard from every patch of clover. 
The movements of the landrail are very peculiar 
and amusing: at one moment threading the clover 
with ita head bent to the ground, and looking more 
like a weasel than a bird; the next, standing per- 
fectly erect, and uttering its hoarse cry with a voice 
of brass. I saw one to-day standing upright 
between the legs of a cow, and erying boldly, as if 
perfectly aware that the cow was not an enemy. 
Whilst fishing in the upper part of the river I 
saw numbers of crossbills and siskins in the beautiful 
woods of Dulsie. ‘The nests of these two birds are 
scarcely ever found, although they certainly breed 
Plentifully in this country. The siskin conceals its 
small nest with great care at some distance from 
the ground, generally near the summit of a spruce 
fir; while the crossbill places its neat, which it 
assimilates as much as possible to the colour and 
texture of the moss, on some good-sized hori- 
zontal branch of a fir-tree, so that it is nearly 
invisible from below. 
‘When the season is late the fish are also late in 
- taking the fly. The natural fly does not conle to 
maturity this year as early as usual, in consequence 
of the herbage not haying come up; and the want 
of flies on the water keeps the fish from coming out 
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to the streams and pools of the river, where the 
angler expects them. : 

‘There is much snow on the Monaghleahd moun- 
tains this year (1847); and in consequence of this 
melting gradually from the heat of the noonday 
sun, the water rises at a certain hour daily ; here, 
at Dulsie, the rise takes place about three or 
four in the morning. Having risen for an hour or 
two, it again falls to its usual level. 

May 6.—The salmon-fry begin to appear. 

May 7.—I observe a flock of bean geese in the 
bay, probably the last I shall see this year, as it is 
time for them to be nesting in the far north, On 
this day, also, the spotted fly-catcher appeared in 
the garden, where it builds every year in one of the 
apricot trees. 

During this month the oyster-catchers remain in 
larger flocks than at any other time of the year, 
although many are breeding far inland on the stony 
banks of the Findhorn, Spey, and other rivers. 

‘The partridge covers its nest and eggs with per- 
haps greater cunning than any other bird ; entirely 
concealing not only the nest itself, but so disposing 
the surrounding grass that no vestiges of its track 
to and fro cau be seen: they commence laying hera 
about the 10th of May. The landrails are about x 
week later. 
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I have often observed that the black-headed gul] 
eats a great deal of corn in the newly sown fields ; 
and I now find that the lesser black-backed gull 
does the same, as I shot one which had a handful 
of corn (oats and barley) in its crop, mixed up with 
worms, grubs, &c. 

The fishermen at Nairn found, on the 26th of 
this month, a very fine northern diver, drowned in 
the stake neta set for salmon. “They tell me that it 
is not a solitary instance, as every year they get one 
or two at this season. This is another proof that 
this bird must breed somewhere on the Scotch coast, 
although I never heard of its eggs being found, 

‘The coots and dabchicks have already commenced 
making their large platform of a nest. I found one 
on the loch which the bird had fastened on a float- 
ing tree that had grounded in a shallow ; but which, 
having again got adrift, owing to a rise in the loch, 
had been driven by the wind until it stuck fast close 
to the shore, where the old bird was atill at work. 
One bird seems to remain in the nest while its mate 
brings it rashes, which the stationary bird disposes 
of by adding them to the already large structure, 
till it sufficiently high above the water ‘and 
solid euough to resist wind and weather. The 
whole nest is firm enough to bear a much greater 
weight than is ever imposed on it. 
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Everywhere on the lakes are broods of young wild 
ducka, either swimming in close order behind their 
mothers, or all huddled together in a heap on some 
little island or projecting point of land. 

As we were out driving the other day, a teal” 
came fluttering out of the dry ditch by the roadside, 
and for above a hundred yards continued flying and 
Tanning almost under the horse’s feet. I found 
that she had a number of young ones unable to get 
over the wall, so we helped them into the adjoining 
wood. They were a long distance from the water, 
and had very rough ground to pass over to reach it, 
I remember exactly a similar circumstance happen- 
ing to me in Ross-shire, when I also saved the lives 
of a young brood of teal by lending them a helping 
hand. ‘These instances prove that, notwithstanding 
the instinct of birds, which generally enables them to 
keep their young out of harm’s way, they occasionally 
get them into a situation not only of difficulty, but 
where any dog or mischievous boy coming along 
might destroy the whole brood. At every ebb tide 
now, the terns fish with great perseverance for the 
sandeels on which they almost entirely feed. 

The month of May this year appears to have 
quite changed its character ; instead of being warm 
and genial, we have nothing but cold and cutting east 
winds ; and the mountains have lost but very little of 
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their winter covering of snow ; indeed, on the higher 
inland mountains their white dresses extend down 
very nearly as low as in the winter. But notwith- . 
standing the bad weather there is much to amuse and 
interest.one in the sheltered parts of the low country. 
Every plant and flower is bursting into beauty, in 
spite of the cold blasts; and the emall birds are in 
full activity, and seem at the height of their happi- 
neas. It is also a constant source of amusement to 
us to watch the various ways of building and the 
different nests of the small birds. Each nest has its 
own character, and each bird its own place of con- 
cealment. The little willow wren forms one of the 
most interesting nests, which it places either under 
a bush in the flower-garden, or in a rough grass- 
field, where it, forms a kind of dome-shaped nest, 
made to assimilate completely with the surface of 
the surrounding ground. 

The common wren, too, is very choice and careful 
in the structure of her nest, and sometimes builds 
in the most singular situations. I eaw ane this year 
which was built in a cactus, that hung from the roof 
ofa greenhouse. Every time the little bird wished 
to add a leaf, or a piece of moss, she had to squeeze 
and twist herself in through a small hole left for the 
entrance of a vine stem. Her perseverance and 
determination were extraordinary ; for in spite of all 
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difficulties she managed to form an immense nest in 
this singularly chosen and picturesque abode. It is 
difficult to imagine what could have put it into her 
head to come into the greenhouse at all, and through 
so awkward an entrance, surrounded, too, as she was 
by places far more suitable and easy of access. 

The badgers live a life of great activitynow. In 
this country they are seldom destroyed: at least, 
there is one large tract of very wild country, the 
soil of which is sandy and suitable for their digging 
propensities, where also they are not often trapped. 
The badger, when once he has been frightened by, 
or has escaped from a trap, is not easily caught 
again ; but displays a cunning and perseverance, in 
eluding all attempts at his capture, which he is not 
generally supposed to possess. 

I seldom declare war against these animals, not 
considering them very mischievous ; but some time 
ago, wanting one for a friend, I set a strong trap 
with bait near one of their holes. A large badger 
got in, but managed to escape before I came to the 
trap. I set it again; and the next morning, on 
going to it, I saw from a distance a number of 
hooded crows, perched in # tree near the place, in 
astate of great excitement. On coming up, how- 
ever, instead of the badger I found an immense grey 
cat, closely resembling a wild cat, both in colour 
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and ferocity, and who flew straight at me on my 
approaching her. Having killed her, I left her near 
the place, covered over with sand ; the badgers came 
and scratched her up, and nearly devoured her by 
the next morning ; so I put traps about the remains 
of her body ; but they managed to spring every trap 
without being caught, and for several days they 
escaped in the same way. The traps were always 
sprung ; the badgers’ tracks were all round them, 
and the baits invariably taken away. At last, 
determined not to be beat, I baited my trap with 
an apple, as something new and unexpected to them, 
and immediately caught what I wanted, a fine old 
badger. 

My old keeper was sitting on a hillock about 
three o'clock one morning in the beginning of 
May, watching quietly a few wild geese, which 
he had discovered feeding in a field not very 
far off, but out of shot. In this hillock was a 
badger’s hole. Presently he heard a grunt behind 
him, which he took for a pig; and Jooking round 
he saw, standing in a clover field close to him, an 
immensely large badger, whose object seemed to 
he to get into a hole on the hillock, to reach which 
he had no alternative but to pass within a yard of 
the man’s legs, After they had looked at each 
other for some time in this way, the badger at last 
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uttering a most ill-natured kind of grunt, suddenly 
put his nose to the ground, and passing close to the 
keeper made a rash to the hole, with all his hair 
standing straight on end, and showing his teeth in 
a0 determined a manner, as completely to take away 
all presence of mind from the old fellow; so much 
so, indeed, that he neither shot at him nor obstructed 
his free entrance to the hole in any way. He tells 
me that when he has been sitting quietly watching 
for geese, otters, &., he hus not unfrequently seen 
the badgers going about together in companies of 
three or four. 

There was a heavy gale of wind at the beginning 
of this month. I was out late with the keeper, and 
just before it commenced we saw a very brilliant 
aurora borealis, or as they term it here, “The 
Merry Dancers.” He told me that when the aurora 
was very bright, and the flashes rapidly waving 
through the sky, he had frequently thought that he 
heard the merry dancers emit a faint rustling noise, 
like the “ moving of dead leaves,” but this was only 
when the night was quite calm, and there was no 
sound to disturb the perfect stillness, The idea 
came from him quite uncalled for by any remark of 
tine, and was entirely the result of his own actual 
observation. I was pleased to hear him say this, as 
I had more than once imagined that the aurora, 
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when peculiarly bright, and rapid in its movements, 
pip actually make exactly the sound that he de- 
scribed ; but never having heard it asserted by any 
one else, I had always been ratber shy of advancing 
such a theory. 

The aurora is seldom seen, or at least seldom 
attentively watched in this country, in situations 
where there is not some sound or other, such as 
voices, ranning water, or the rustling and moaning of 
trees, to break the perfect silence: but it has occa- 
sionally happened to me to be gazing at this beau- 
tiful illumination in places where no other sound 
could be heard, and then, and then only, have I 
fancied that the brightest flashes were accompanied 
by a light crackling or rustling noise, or a8 my 
keeper expressed it very correctly, “the moving of 
dead leaves.” "Whether this is so or not I Seave to 
others, more learned in the phenomena of the 
heavens, to decide, and only mention the circum- 
stance as the passing remark of an unscientific 
observer. 

In the northern mountains of Sutherland, where 
the aurora is frequently very bright and beautiful, 
there is a fascinating, nay, an awful attraction in 
the sight, which has kept me for hours from my 
bed, watching the waving and ever changing flashes 
dancing to and fro, I have watched this strange 
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sight where the dead silence of the mountains was 
only broken by the fancied rustling of the “dresses” 
of the “merry dancers,” or by the sudden scream 
or how] of some wild inhabitant of the rocks; and 
T have done so until an undefinable feeling of super- 
stitious awe has crept over my mind, which was not 
without difficulty shaken off. 

The aurora, bright as it sometimes is in this 
country, must be far more wildly and vividly 
splendid in the more northern and Polar regions. 
Here it is almost invariably the forerunner of 
change of weather, or of rough winds and storm, 

One night this spring the appearance of the au- 
rora was yery peculiar. All the flashes seemed to 
dart from a common bright centre in the heavens: 
this continued for some time, until at length assum- 
ing ite usual form, it remained comparatively 
stationary above the north-eastern horizon, and 
from that quarter there came the next day a severe 
storm of sleet and wind. 
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CHAPTER XVII. 


JUNE, 

‘Trout Fishing — Sea Trout in the Findhorn — Breeding-place 
of Black-hesded Gulls — Salmon Fishing — Grey Crows — 
‘Hair Worms— Fishing —Cromarty—Goata—-The Peregrine 
Faloon. 

In June the trout begin to feed more freely, and 

from most Highland streams the sportsman muy 

reckon on a good basketfull if the day is tolerable. 

There is a kind of trout in the Findhorn which 

frequent only the lower pools near the sea ; higher 

up I never eaw them; the fishermen call them 

“ brown lugs.” In appearance they are between a 

sea and a river trout: they seldom exceed a pound 

and a half in weight. 

One day about the 1st of June, when fishing in 
aclear pool near the mouth of the river, a large 
trout came out from under the bank, and darted 
over my fly without taking it. I changed the fly, 
and he did the same thing. I tried him with a 
dozen different sorts, and he invariably played the 
same trick, coming out from under the bank, dashing 
at the fly, then turning short round or rolling over 
it, At last a miniature black midge in my book 
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caught my eye, and I put it on: the moment I cast 
this. fly over the trout he came straight at it in 
quite a different manner, taking it well into his 
wide mouth as if at last in earnest. He was well 
hooked, and then came the tug of war and the trial 
of patience. ‘The fly was literally speaking a midge, 
made more as an experiment in fly-making than for 
any expected use, and it was ticd on the finest gut. 
The trout, on finding that instead of catching a fly 
he was caught himself, immediately began to try 
every device that a trout ever imagined to get rid 
of his tiny enemy. Now he was down at the bottom 
rubbing his nose on the gravel; the next moment 
flying straight up into the air with the agility of a 
harlequin ; sometimes with forty yards of line out, 
and sometimes right under my feet; then away he 
went as if about to run over the shallow at the end 
of the pool on his way to the sea, but changing 
his mind, darted like an arrow up to the deepest 
part of the pool, and there he lay like a stone at the 
bottom. After a little waiting I pelted him out of 
that mood, and beginning myself to grow cager and 
desperate (moreover having now more confidence in 
my midge, which had already passed through a 
trial which e larger hock might not have stood 
equally well), I turned his head down the stream, 
and began to take the game into my own hands a 


284 FIELD-NOTE6 FOR THE YEAR. CH, XVII. 


little more—in fact to be the active instead of the 
passive agent. The trout, too, began to feel weary 
of the contest, and to allow himself to be led about : 
at last I brought him to the edge, but just as the 
landing-net was being delicately slipped under him, 
away he went again, and ran the line round a 
broken piece of bank on the opposite side. I am 
afraid something very like an imprecation escaped 
me ; and if it did, I am confident that Job himself 
could not blame me. Just as I had quite given all 
up, the trout most carefully and good-nataredly 
turned back the way he went, undoing the line again 
aa neatly as possible. After a little more ronniig 
to and fro he fairly gave in, and this time we got 
him safely into the landing-net, when I found that 
he was one of the aforesaid “ brown Ings,” weighing 
nearly 5 Ibs.—the largest trout that I ever killed on 
the Findhorn, and mastered too with a fly only fit 
for parr of the smallest size. 

T have frequently found that when a large trout 
rung in that undecided manner at my fly, he will go 
in right earnest at a much smaller one. Salmon 
are more uncertain: it has happened to me that, 
even in clear water, a salmon has leaped over or 
refused a smatl salmon-fly, but has taken greedily 
@ very large-sized one. But this is an exception ; 
and my experience would lead me, as a general 
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rule, always to offer a fish a smaller fly than the 
one he rises shily at; and I believe that I should 
he borne out in this opinion by more experienced 
anglers than myself. 

I never saw #0 many black-headed gulls collected 
together as on the Loch of Belivat, on the property 
of Lethen: at one end of the loch there are a great 
many rushes and water-plants; these are, literally 
speaking, FULL of nests, formed of interwoven rushes, 
weeds, &c.; and on the islands in the Jake you can 
scarcely land without putting your foot on eggs, 
which are very slightly protected by anything in the 
shape of a nest. On this island are a few stunted 
and bent willows; every branch and every fork of a 

* branch where a nest can possibly be placed is occu- 
* pied: this is the only instance I ever met with of 
gulls building on bushes. The stench on the island 
is almost insupportable; indeed it was so strong 
that I hurried off again as quickly as possible: the 
day was hot, and it actually seemed pestilential. 
‘The old birds looked like a shower of drifting snow 
over our heads, and were as noisy as a dozen village 
schools broken loose. This was an the 2nd of June, 
and there were numbers of young gulls recently 
hatched—curiously marked little tortoiseshell-co- 
Youred things, who tottered about the rushes, &c., 
without the least fear of us. All other birds seemed. 
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to be kept away from the lake by the gulls, except- 
ing a few mallards, who were swimming about in a 
state of bachelorhood, their wives and families 
being probably in some more quiet and solitary 
pool in the neighbouring peat mosses. When the 
wallards rose they were so completely puzzled and 
“ bebothered” by the thousands of gulls who were 
darting and screaming about them, that they gave 
‘up attempting to fly away, and came plump down 
again into the water. 

Although the gulls may know each its own nest, 
it is difficult to understand how they can recognise 
their young ones amongst the thousands of little 
downy things which towards the end of the hatching 
season are floating about upon the water. There’ 
is another nesting-place of the black-headed gulls 
in the forest of Darnaway, where they have taken 
Possession of a small loch surrounded by trees. 
They usually, however, like all other water-fowl, 
prefer establishing their breeding-place on a loch 
situated in the open country, where they can have 
@ good view all around so as to descry the approach 
of any enemy ; bat undisturbed possession and quiet 
have induced them to remain on the Darnaway 
loch, although it is shut in by trees. 

June is generally the best month of the year for 
angling in Scotland: the loch trout are by this time 
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in good condition, and rise freely at the fly. The 
grilse also are now in most of the rivers, and afford 
better angling than any other fish, rising well, and 
being strong and active when hooked. There ap- 
pears of late years to be a great diminishing in the 
number of salmon in al) the Scotch rivers: the fish 
are more protected from the angler, but are caught 
and destroyed in so many other waye—by constant 
netting in the streams, by innumerable stake-nets, 
bag-nets, &., all along the coasts—that they have 
but little chance of keeping up their numbers. 
From one end of Scotland to the other along the 
whole extent of the coast, these destructive nets 
are fixed at every convenient place. Near the 
“mouth of every stream, large or small, they are to 
bé seen, and immense must be the number of fish 
taken to repay the expense of keeping them up, 
and renewing the stakes, netting, &c., every spring, 
and frequently also after severe storms. Near the 
little stream of Nairn there are no Jess than three 
of these nets, and as many more between that point 
and the Findhorn, all of which are exposed to a 
heavy sea, which must make the expense of keeping 
them in repair very great. 
On the bar, which is a kind of island, there is a 
solitary hut, where two or three fishermen pass the 
spring and summer. In the latter end of winter, 
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when I have been wild-fowl shooting in that direc- 
tion, I have often gone in to screen myself from the 
cold. During the absence of the fishermen the hut 
is tenanted by rabbits, who make themselves quite 
at home, digging holes in the turf walls, &. The 
life of the fishermen in this place must be like that 
of a lighthouse-keeper. During high tides they are 
quite cut off from the main land, and although at 
low water their place of abode is no longer an 
island, yet that part of the shore opposite the bar is 
a kind of wilderness little frequented by any one, 
being at a long distance from any road or path, 
with an extensive tract of rough and all but impass~ 
able country extending in every direction. It is, 
however, a favourite resort of rine, being the undis- 
turbed abode of many wild animals. The roebuck 
and blackcock live in tolerable security there, and 
would increase to a very great extent were their 
young ones not killed by foxes and other vermin, 
who prow! about without danger of trap or poison. 
Thad heard thst the lochs here called Loch Lee 
had no fish in them of any kind; but seeing the 
numerous tracks of otters, and also the cormorants 
frequently fishing in them, I determined to ascertain 
what these animals came for ; being pretty sure that 
some kind of fish must be the attraction. Accord- 
ingly having made up a long “ set line,” ¢. ¢. some 
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two hundred yards of line with strong hooks at in- 
tervals of four or five yards, I set it, as far as it 
would reach, across one part of the largest lake, 
baiting the hooks with small trout and worms. The 
ext morning on examining the line I found a great 
number of large eele on the hooks, several of them 
weighing above four pounds each. Although I 
frequently afterwards put in the line, I never caught 
any fish excepting eels, but of these a vast number. 
This proves how favourite a food of the otter eels 
mnust be, as these animals appear to live constantly 
at the loch, where they could have found nothing 
else to prey upon. A highland loch without trout 
is, however, a rare thing, as they are almost in- 
variably well stocked with them. 

There are one or two graszy hillocks near these 
lakes to which those mischievous robbers, the hooded. 
crows, bring the eggs which they have pilfered in 
order to eat them at their leisure; and until I ad- 
qinistered a dose of strychnia, I never passed these 
places without finding the fresh remains of eggs: 
partridgee, plovers, snipes, redshanks, wood-pigeon, 
ducks, and teal, all seemed to have contributed to 
support these ravenous birds. There was a nest of 
a teal with eight eggs in a small thicket of heather, 
in a situation apparently secure from all risk of 
being discovered. I only knew of it in consequence 
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of my retriever having put up the old bird. Fre- 
quently afterwards I saw her on her downy nest, 
but one day both teal and eggs were gone; and 
when I went to the grassy hillock which the crows 
used for a dining-table, there were the remains of 
all the eight eggs. 

Poisoning with strychnia is by far the most effec- 
tual way of destroying crows. If you put a piece 
of carrion in a tree well seasoned with this powerful 
drug, the ground below it will soon be strewed with 
the bodies of most of the crows in the neighbour- 
hood, so instantaneous is their death on swallowing 
any of it. It seems almost immediately to paralyze 
them, and they fall down on the spot. 

In the stagnant pools near the river Nairn there 
are great numbers of that singular worm called by 
the country people the hair-worm, from ita exact 
resemblance to a horsehair. In these pools there 
are thousands of them, twisting and turning about 
Tike living hairs. ‘The most singular thing regard- 
ing them is that if they are put for weeks in a 
drawer or elsewhere, till they become as dry and 
brittle as it is possible for anything to be, and to 
all appearance perfectly dead and shriveled up, yet 
on being put into water they gradually come to life 
again, and are as pliable and active as-ever. The 


country people are firmly of opinion that they are 
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nothing but actual horsehair turned into living 
things by being immersed for 2 long time in water of 
a certain quality. All water does not produce them 
alike. To the naked eye both extremities are quite 
the same in appearance. 

While fishing in the river one day at the beginning 
of June, my attention was attracted by a terrier I 
had with me, who was busily employed in turning 
up the stones near the water's edge, evidently in 
search of some sort of food. On examining into his 
proceedings I found that under most of the stones 
were a number of very small eels: where the ground 
was quite dry the little fish were dead, and these the 
dog eat ; where there was still any moisture left under 
the stone they were alive, and wriggled away rapidly 
towards the stream, seeming to know instinctively 
which way to go for safety. Trout have undoubt- 
edly the same instinct ; and when they drop off the 
hook by chance, they always wriggle towards the 
water, and never away from it. I saw a trout one 
day who had been left by the receding of the river 
in a shallow pool. When the water in his narrow 
place of refuge had got so low as scarcely to cover 
him he worked his way out of it, and I saw him go 
over the still wet stones straight to the river, which 
was about a yard from the pool. It is difficult, in- 
deed almost impossible, to become much acquainted 

Vou. I. M 
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with the habits of fish ; but could we pry into their 
domestic circles, I have no doubt that we shonld 
find them possessed of a far higher degree of instinct 
and much greater cleverness in providing for their 
food and safety than we give them credit for. The 
instinet of fish in foretelling, or rather in foreknow- 
ing the changes of weather is very remarkable ; and 
the observant angler may almost prophesy to a cer- 
tainty with regard to the approach of rain or storms 
by seeing in whet mood, for rising at his flies, the 
trout may be. In certain states of the weather the 
angler may put away his tackle without trying to 
take a single trout; but this can only be learned 
by experience and close observation. 

Sometimes on a fine June evening the sea-fish, 
such as gurnets and coal-fish, take a large white 
fly readily enough, and fight most powerfully when 
of any size. 

T took a boat one day to cross over to the rocks 
of Cromarty, in order to shoot some rock pigeons. 
The breeze was gentle, but sufficient to take us 
merrily over; and putting out a couple of lines 
with large white flies, we caught plenty of gurnet, 
&e. The fish darted suddenly and with true aim 
at the flies when close to the boat as readily as 
when at some distance. After coasting along the 
tocks for some time, and shooting a few pigeons, at 
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the risk occasionally of having the bottom of our boat 
stove in by the hidden rocks round which the large 
tangle floated gracefully in the passing waves, 
treacherously concealing the rocks from which they 
grew, we turned our boat's head homewards. By 
this time the wind had dropped entirely, and the 
tide running strong against ua, we had to row for 
four hours in a heavy haddock boat to reach our 
destination. I had only one man and a boy with 
me, the latter of no use; so I took an oar myself 
and pulled steadily on, stopping only occasionally 
to haul in a gurnet or other fish. 

Both goats and sheep were feeding about the 
rocks, and even the latter seemed to get easily to 
places which appeared to be reachable only by 
means of wings. The small patches of bright velvety- 
looking grass, which grew here and there on corners 
of ground formed by the débris of the cliffs, how- 
ever difficult of access, were all tenanted by them. 

On one bit of emerald-coloured grass, not larger 
than a good-sized table-cloth, a sheep and her 
young lamb were feeding at their ease. Although 
I stopped the bet and examined the place carefully, 
no way of access to this little bit of table-land 
could we discover. The well-contented animals 
seemed shut out by perpendicular precipices from 
all the rest of the world. 

uz 
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As for the goats, no ledge or projection of the 
rocks near which grew any tempting bit of herbage, 
seemed too small or too difficult of approach. 

About three weeks ago our tame pochard had been 
carried away in a hurricane of wind. To my sur- 
Prise, one day this month I saw this same pochard 
swimming about the loch alone, and apparently 
very tame. One of the children who was with me, 
and whose own especial property the bird had been, 
whistled to it in the same way in which he had been 
accustomed to call it, upon which, to his unbounded 
joy, it immediately came towards us, and for some 
time continued swimming within a few yards of where 
we stood, evidently recognising us, and seeming 
glad to see us again. 

A few days afterwards we again saw him; but 
he was now accompanied by a flock of fourteen or 
fifteen others. This was remarkable, both on 
account of the time of year, and because this kind 
of duck is very rare in this region, and has never 
‘been known to breed in the neighbourhood ; but all 
birds seem to have some means of calling and 
attracting those of the same specif, in a way that 
we cannot understand. 

‘My peregrine falcon, who still lives in the garden, 
now utters a call which is different from her usual 
shrill complaining cry, and which occasionally 
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attracts down to her some wandering hawk of her 
own kind, The peregrine falcon is well named, 
fer it is found in all countries. 

Our bird from good food, and having always had 
the run of a large garden, instead of being confined 
in a room or cage, has grown to a great size, and 
is in peculiarly fine plumage ; with the dark slate 
colour of her upper feathers forming a beautiful 
contrast to the rich cream-coloured shade of her 
neck and breast. 

There is scarcely any common animal too large 
for her to attack when she is hungry. She will fly 
at dog or cat, as readily as at a rabbit or a rat. 
The latter animal she kills with great dexterity and 
quickness ; and I have also found the remains of 
half-grown rabbits, who, having feloniously made 
their way into the garden, have fallen a prey to her 
powerful talons. . 

On changing my residence some weeks ago I 
gave a tame peregrine falcon'I then had to a friend 
in the neighbourhood, who keeps her in a walled 
garden, where she soon became quite at home, and 
learnt to know her new master as well as she had 
known me, She almost startled me one day as I 
was walking in his garden with a bunch of dark- 
coloured grapes in my hand, The falcon as I 
passed by her mistaking the grapes for a bird or 
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some other prey, made # sudden dash at them, and 
with such violence as in an instant to disperse the 
whole bunch on the ground, where she hopped about 
examining grape after grape, and, at last having 
found out her error, she left them in disgust, 

Tt must be a strong bird that can withetand the 
vapid powerful swoop and fierce blow of a peregrine. 
I have seen one strike the head off a grouse or 
pigeon with one blow, which divided the neck as 
completely as if it had been cut off with a sharp 
knife. 

Few birds of the same kind vary so much in 
size as peregrine falcons. Some killed in a wild 
state are almost as large as the noble ger falcon. 
Altogether the peregrine is the finest of our 
British falcons both in size, courage, and beauty, 
Tt possesses, too, the free courage and confidence 
which facilitate so greatly the process of training it 
to assist us in our field sports. 
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CHAPTER XVIII. 


JULY. 

Shore Birds; arrival of — Foxes — Herring, and Herring Fish- 
ing; Birds, &c, feeding on them — Herring Fishing in Sather- 
jand — A Sharper — Nambers of Flounders — Young Wild 
Fowl — Roe; hshits of — Midges — Angling — Floods in the 
Findhorn — Prophecy of a Woman — Escape of a Shepherd. 

Axour the second week of July the shore and sands 
are enlivened by vast flocks, or rather clouds, of 
dunlins, ring-dottrels, and other birds of the same 
Kind, who now, coming down from their scattered 
breeding-places, collect in immense companies. 
‘When the tide ebbs, all these birds are employed 
in searching for the minute shell-fish and animal- 
cula, on which they feed ; and vast indeed must be 
the supply required. About the lochs and swamps 
the young snipes and redshanks begin to fly, and 
with the wild ducks afford plenty of shooting. 

The young sea-gulls, too, are numerous about 
the bar and sandbanke, and are easily distinguished 
from the old ones by their fine mottled brown 
plumage. 

Great numbers of all these birds must be killed by 
foxes, &.; for every day I observe their fresh tracks 
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along the shore and round the locha. Near a fox’s 


“hole in one of the woods I saw an almost incredible 


collection of remains and disjecta membra of ducks, 
turkeys, fowls, game of every kind, and even of 
roe: apparently a litter of young foxes had been 
brought up in it. 
On the 12th of July the Nairn herring-boats are 
. Sil launched to reap their uncertain harvest of her- 
rings. Of late years the supply does not seem to 
be nearly so regular or so much to be depended on 
as formerly ; and frequently the men are but badly 
repaid for all their expense and risk. The cost of 
a herring-boat here, complete with its rigging, nets, 
&c., is not much less than ninety pounds ; and the 
wear and tear of the nets is very great, owing to 
bad weather and other causes: the hull alone of 
the boat costa about twenty-seven pounds. There 
are five men in each boat; and Nairn alone sends 
out about sixty boats, so that from that amall place 
not less than three hundred able-bodied men are 
for six or seven weeks employed in the pursuit of 
this small but valuable fish. The herrings are 
generally bought up beforehand by the fish-curers 
at Helmedale, on the Sutherland coast, and at other 
parts, who contract to take the whole proceeds of the 
seagon’s fishing at a fixed price; so that notwith- 
standing the immense number caught, the supply of 
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fresh herrings through the country is but scanty. 
‘The fish are, with as little delay as possible, packed 
ig casks with brine, and in this state are exported - 
to all parta of the kingdom. The barrels are made 
principally of birch. Fir will not answer the pur- 
pose, as it gives a taste of turpentine to the whole 
contents of the barrel. Ihave been out in a her- 
ring-boat during the fishing; and a very beautiful 
sight it is to see the nets hauled in with thousands 
of herrings, looking in the moonlight like so many 
pieces of the brightest silver flashing in the calm 
water. When not employed with the nets, the men 
generally fish with hooks for cod, halibut, &c. ; all 
fish caught in this manner being the perquisite of 
the man who catches them; and frequently they 
make a good profit by this, as the cod collect in 
vast numbers about the herring fishing-grounds, and 
are caught as quickly ea the hooks can be dropped 
into the water. Sometimes the cod, their great in- 
distinctly seen forms looking like the pale ghosts of 
fish, come close to the surface round the boats, and 
seize the bait as soon as it touches the water. 
Hauling these heavy gentry up from the depth of 
several fathoms is very severe work for the bands. 
The herrings seem the most persecuted of all the 
races of living creatures. From the moment when 
the great shoals of them appear in the north and 
u3 
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north-west they are pursued by thousands and tens 
of thousands of birds and countless numbers of 
fishes ; and wherever the herring shoals are, there 
are these devourers. From the aristocratic salmon 
to the ignoble and ferocious dogfish, all follow up 
and prey upon the shoals; whilst their feathered 
foes mark out their track by the constant screaming 
and plunging into the water which they keep up 
during their pursuit. The Solan geese from mid- 
air dash with unerring aim on the bright and silvery 
fish ; whilst the cormorants and other diving sea~ 
fowl pursue the dense crowd with indefatigable 
eagerness. In addition to all this, sea-guils of 
every kind, like the skirmishers of an army, keep 
-up a constant pursuit of all stragglers or wounded 
fish which come near enough to the surface to be 
caught by these birds, who have neither the power 
of the Solan goose, to pounce hawk-like on their 
prey (even when at some depth from the surface), 
nor the diving power of the cormorant or guillemot, 
who can pursue them deep down into the water. 
Altogether, a shoal of herring with its numerous 
accompaniments is a most amusing and interesting 
sight, independent of the consideration of the 
great importance of this fish to mankind, the num- 
Der of people to whom it serves as food, and the 
number who are employed in its pursuit. 


JULY, HERRING FISHING IN SUTHERLAND. 251 


Besides the natives of the fishing villages, a con- 
siderable number of Highlanders from the western 
part of the country come down to earn a few 
pounds during the herring season ; it is almoat the 
only cash these poor fellows get hold of in the 
course of the year. Most of the boats belong to two 
or three proprietors each, who having in the course 
of many years laid by a few pounds, expend them in 
the purchase of a herring-boat. These men hire 
the services of four or five hands for the season, the 
duration of which is about six weeks, and give them 
& certain sum, according to agreement, generally 
about four to six pounds per man. Unluckily, 
many of the families of the herring-fishers derive 
but little benefit from the wages earned, as too fre~ 
quently the men spend all the money, or nearly all, 
in drinking and rioting as soon aa the fishing is 
over, and instead of providing for their wives and 
-children, are too apt to lounge about the whisky- 
shops as long as a farthing remains, never attend- 
ing to the haddock or other fishing till driven again 
to exertion by sheer necessity. This, however, does 
not apply to the whole race of herring-fishers. 
Those men who come to the fishing on the east 
coasts from the Highlands generally take their 
money carefully home, depending on it for buy- 
ing clothes, paying rent, procuring seed-potatoes, 
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and for any purpose where ready money is re- 
quired. 

To the spectator the pursuit of herrings in the 
magnificent sea-lochs of Sutherland is attended with 
touch that is interesting and beautiful. When the 
fleet of boats makes its way up a creek running far 
into the land, and overhung by wild rocky preci- 
pices, which protect the boats from erery breath of 
wind, keeping the sea as smooth as glass, and echo- 
ing and re-echoing every merry shout and call 
uttered by the fishermen during their pursuit, no 
description can give an adequate idea of the roman- 
tic beauty of such a scene with all its accompani- 
ments. This, however, is the bright side of the 
picture, for many a dangerous gale and many a 
peril have the poor fellows to encounter who shoot 
their herring-nets off the bleak eastern coasts of the 
country, where they are exposed to the sudden gales 
and rolling seas of the Northern and German 
Oceans, Frequently, to save their lives, they are 
compelled to abandon their nets, fish and all. 
Sometimes boats with their crews go forth to return 
no more, nor even to be again heard of in this 
world; and at other times they are driven to distant 
porte for safety, losing their tackle and time, and 
having to make their way back with scanty supply 
of provision to the port from which they sailed, and 
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probably losing their chance of fishing for the 
whole season. 

‘Would it be believed that the herring fisher, 
humble as his situation in life appears, is occasion- 
ally the object of a regular and systematic plan of 
swindling? A few years ago, a fellow made it his 
occupation and business to waylay these poor men 
as they returned home from the fishing-stations 
with their hardly-earned money in their pockets. 
His plan was to get into conversation with them, 
and after walking a mile or two along the road with 
them, to take generally one, but sometimes two, into 
& whisky-shop, of which there are plenty on every 
Highland road, under the pretence of treating 
them to a dram. Then, as opportunity offered, 
he produced a small flask from his pocket, which 
he said contained 2 sample of some rare whisky 
(having previously represented himself as a spirit- 
merchant travelling for orders), and as a special 
favour gave the fisherman a glass of its contents, 
It was no sooner swallowed, however, than the man 
became powerless and almost insensible ; upon 
which the fellow quietly emptied the pockets of his 
victim and walked off, leaving him to recover as he 
could: which event in most instances did not take 
place for some hours afterwards. If in going out 
he met with the keeper of the whisky-shop, he told 


254 —-FIRLD-NOTES FOR THE YEAR, CH. XVIII. 


him that the man was asleep from fatigue, or made 
some such excuse to escape suspicion. In this man- 
ner the fellow robbed above twenty fishermen of the 
whole proceeds of their fishing before the country 
got too hot for him; when he went off by the coach 
and was no more heard of, The whole proceeding 
was described to me by one of his victims (at present 
in my service) who was robbed of about five pounds, 
and notwithstanding the cruelty of the case, I could 
not help being amused at the coolness with which 
the swindler appears to have turned the poor fellow’s 
pockets inside out, the man all the while being quite 
conscious of what was going on, though utterly 
unable to move or speak. To add insult to injury 
too, on going out the swindler told the landlady that 
he was sorry to say the fisherman had got quite 
drunk, notwithstanding all the efforts he had made 
to prevent it, and all the good advice he had given 
him. When at length the poor fellow recovered 
his senses and power of speech, he found it quite 
impossible to persuade his wife and friends that he 
had not wilfully and advisedly got drunk and squan- 
dered his money. However at last the fair one was 
pacified, though not much comforted, her busband’s 
innocence being proved by the testimony of others 
who had been robbed in a similar manner; and by 
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the verdict of the doctor, who at once saw that some 
strong narcotic had been given to the man. 

Among the available products of the sandy creeks 
and bays on this coast are immense quantities of ex- 
cellent founders. These fish come in with every 
tide, and though the great bulk of them return to 
the deep water, vast numbers remain in the pools 
which are formed at low water upon the sands. We 
occasionally drag some of these pools with a small 
trout-net, and are sure to catch a large quantity of 
these fish in one or two hauls. The flounders are 
of two kinds, the grey-backed flounder and a larger 
sort which has red spots. The latter however is a 
far inferior fish, the flesh being soft and flabby. 
Notwithstanding the abundance and excellence of 
the flounders, left, as it were, for any person to pick 
up, with searcely any exertion, the country people 
very seldom take the trouble to catch them, except- 
ing now and then by the line, in a lazy, inefficient 
way. 

July, although not a month during which the 
sportsman finds much employment for his gun, is 
atill tome a most interesting season. Every day 
that I walk by the lochs and swamps I see fresh 
arrivals in the shape of broods and flocks of young 
teal and wild ducks, and this year there are numbers 
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of pochards swimming about in compact companies. 
Occasionally too when walking near the covers an 
old roe, accompanied by her two large-eyed fawns, 
bounds out of some clump of juniper or brambles ; 
and after standing for a short time to take a good 
look at me, springs into the wood and is soon lost 
to view, or an old solitary buck, driven by the 
midges from the damp shades of the woods, startles 
me by his sudden appearance near the loch side, 
springing over the furze and broom, on his way 
back to the more extensive covers. 

The roe have a singular habit of chasing each 
other in regular circles round particular trees in the 
woods, cutting a deep circular path in the ground. 
T never could make out the object of this manwuvre, 
but the state of the ground proves that the animals 
must have run round and round the tree for hours 
together. 

‘Tormented by midges and ticks, the bucks often 
wander restlessly through the woods at this season, 
uttering their bark-like cry ; so like indeed is this 
sound to the bark of a dog, that it often deceives 
an unaccustomed ear. Of all torments produced 
by insects I can conceive nothing much worse than 
the attack carried on by the myriads of midges 
which swarm towards evening in the woods, particu- 
larly where the soil is at all damp. Fora certain 
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time the smoke of 2 cigar or pipe protects one ; but 
no human skin can endure for any length of time 
the inexpressible irritation produced by these insects. 

This month is not, generally speaking, favourable 
to the angler. Salmon seem in most rivers to have 
given up moving, and the trout follow their exam- 
ple. Indeed the rivers are at this period very sub- 
ject to great changes, being one day bright, clear, 
and very low; and perhaps the next flooded over 
bank and brae by some sudden and tremendous 
thunder-storm in the higher grounds which renders 
the water thick and turbid. The Findhorn is pecu- 
liarly subject to these rapid changes, flowing as it 
does for a great part of its course through a moun- 
tainous, undrained, and uncultivated country, sur- 
rounded by lofty and rugged heights, from the 
clefts of which innumerable streams descend into the 
valley of the Findhorn. This river, on any sudden 
and violent storm of rain (fed as it is by so many 
burns), rises sometimes almost instantaneously ; 
and what a few minutes before was a bright clear 
stream, fordable at all the shallower places, suddenly 
becomes a turbid swollen torrent, which neither 
man nor horse can cross. In those parts of the 
river where the channel is narrow and confined be- 
tween steep and overhanging rocks these sudden 
risings take place more rapidly than in the lower 
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parts near the sea, where the river has room to 
spread itself out. 

One day towards the end of the month I went 
with my two boys and a servant to shoot rabbits on 
the island formed by the junction of the Findhorn 
end another stream near the sea. The river was 80 
low, in consequence of long-continued dry weather, 
that we crossed it on foot at a shallow where the 
water did not reach to our knees. The day was hot 
and the air heavy and oppressive; and although 
we had not had a drop of rain, we heard loud thun- 
der during the whole morning, and saw heavy black 
clouds hanging in the west, over the mountains 
through which the river runs. After idling about 
some time and shooting 2 few rabbits, &., we went 
towards a small cottege built on the highest part of 
the island, in order to speak to the people who in- 
habited it, Whilst standing close to the door, we 
heard a sudden scream frome woman at work in 
the little plot of garden, and looking round we at 
once saw the cause. The river, as the woman em- 
phatically expressed it, was “ coming down.” Over 
a wide space of sand and shingle interspersed with 
patches of broom and furze, where a few moments 
before we had been hunting rabbits, there now 
came rushing down a wall of muddy water, carrying 
with it turf, stones, and trees, rolling over and over 
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and uprooting every bush which opposed it. Seve- 
ral of the trees must have come some miles down the 
river, being large Scotch firs, with their branches, 
stem, and roots, the latter frequently still carrying 
in their twisted fibres great masses of the rocks on 
which they had grown. The water was coming 
down like a wall of several feet high, sweeping 
everything before it; and in far less time than I 
have taken to describe it, we were surrounded on 
all sides with its muddy torrent. Independently of 
the risk of being crushed to death by the floating 
and rolling trees, its rapidity was so great that the 
strongest swimmer could not have crossed it. 

On came the flood, narrowing our little island 
every instant, by undermining and washing away 
the bank on which the cottage stood. Nevertheless 
I anticipated no more inconvenience than perhaps 
having to pass the night where we were: for the 
building had stood all the torrents of the Findhorn 
since the great flood of 1829, although its inhabit- 
ants had more than once been cut off from apy 
communication with the main land for several days 
together. But the water was already higher than it 
had ever been since that flood, and the women of 
the house were weeping in despair, their terrors 
being augmented by a prophecy which had lately 
been uttered by an old hag in the neighbourhood, tu 
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the effect that all the country within six miles of the 
coast should be swallowed up by floods during the 
last week of this very July. So strong an effect 
had this prediction on the minds of the lower orders, 
that almost all the Highlanders who had come 
down to the coast, according to their custom, for 
the herring fishing, had returned homewards with- 
out putting their foot in a boat, to the great loss 
and inconvenience of the owners of the boats and 
nets, whd had reckoned on the usual assistance of 
these men. It is singular that floods of a most 
mischievous and unusual extent should actually 
have taken place at the very time this woman had 
foretold. 

For my own part I felt chiefly annoyed at the 
alarm our absence would occasion at home, as it was 
already evening, and we had no means of making 
signals or of sending word where we were, it being 
quite impossible to cross the river at any point, 

The water still rose, and continned to do so for 
half an hour longer, washing away our standing- 
place slowly but constantly. On looking round I 
could not but feel most grateful at our not having 
been overtaken by it before we reached this part of 
the island. Had we been in many of the places 
over which we had go lately passed we must have 
been swept away at the first rise of the river, or, at 
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best, have had to wade and scramble, at the risk of 
our lives, to some elevated point of land. 

While standing near the house we saw two or 
three boats belonging to the ferryman and the sal- 
mon-fishers whirl past us. The flood having come 
ou without the least warning, their owners had had 
no time to secure them. The rise, as I have said, 
continued for about half an hour, then suddenly it 
stopped, and in a few minutes the water began 
visibly to fall. Before long it fell more quickly, 
but still in no proportion to the rapidity with which 
it had risen, After it had been sinking somewhat 
above an hour, the tops of furze bushes began to 
appear above the water, and soon afterwards we saw 
a boat belonging to the salmon fishers, well manned, 
and assisted by a rope held on the shore, coming 
down to a cottage a quarter of a mile above us, 
The main stream of the river was still quite imprac- 
ticable ; but this boat was coming down an old 
channel which was generally dry. By firing off my 
gun several times I caught the attention of the 
crew; and I waa quite certain that they would 
know who it was that wanted help, and would come 
to us if possible. When the torrent had become 
somewhat less violent they came down, whirling 
through the flood to where we were. They took us 
on board, and by dint of skilful and strong rowing, 
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and help from the rope held by those on shore, we 
were at length landed in a field, not across the real 
channel of the river, but across the flooded land on 
the other side of us, where the force of the water was 
less violent. Although I have been in a good many 
situations of danger by water, I never felt so helpless 
as Whilst we were dashing about at the mercy of 
the torrents, over bushes, banks, and stranded trees, 
had we come in contact with any one of which our 
small boat must have been upset, and then all 
chance of escape would have been out of the ques- 
tion. However, we landed safely, and although we 
were not above a quarter of a mile from my house, 
we had to walk round by the chain bridge, a dis- 
tance of five miles. We got home soon after dark, 
and before our absence had caused any alarm. 
With us the rain did not begin till the evening, but 
we afterwards heard that, further to the west, it 
had rained in torrents fur many hours during the 
morning, accompanied by 2 most terrific thunder- 
storm, and that a great deal of damage had been 
done by the overflowing of different streams, which 
had broken up several bridges, and injured a great 
extent of land. A poor woman who happened to 
be wading the river a mile above us, at a place 
where it is divided into several streams, was caught 
ia one of them, and although she managed to get 
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upon a high bank, the flood soon reached her, and 
she was kept a prisoner, standing in the water, 
which at one time reached to her middle, till the 
fishermen heard her cries, and succeeded in reacuing 
her. Had we been in many spots where we fished 
almost every day, nothing could have saved our 
lives. . 

A singular instance of preservation from a similar 
danger happened during this same flood, but on a 
different river. On perceiving that the water was 
rising, a young man hurried across a shallow part 
to an island, on which were a few sheep grazing, 
intending to recross with them to the main land 
before the flood had attained any serious height. 
He was, however, out in his reckoning; for he had 
scarcely set foot on the island when the river 
became so swollen that it was quite impossible for 
him to return. The flood soon covered the island, 
and the man had great difficulty to keep his footing, 
being up to his waist in water. To add to his 
danger, great pieces of timber and floating trees 
came sweeping past, any one of which, had it struck 
him, would have at once dashed him off the island. 
Several people who were on the shore, although so 
near, could do nothing to assist him. Presently, 
the flood brought down, right upon the island, a 
gigantic tree, with all its roots and branches, and 
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it seemed certain that he must be swept away at 
once, He was given up by all the spectators, and 
they turned away their eyes, not daring to look at 
this last act of the scene. However, the very 
moment when the danger seemed the greatest, was 
that of his deliverance ; for the tree, in consequence 
of its great size and weight, grounded when within 
a yard of the man, He managed to scramble on 
to its branches, and to maintain his position until 
the waters subsided. 

‘What becomes of the trout during these sudden 
floods it is not easy to say, unless, warned by 
instinct of the approaching danger, they retire to 
the deep holes and recesses under the banks, where 
the force of the water cannot reach them. It is 
very seldom that, on the receding of a flood, fish 
are found on the land, though certainly it occa- 
sionally happens that they are bewildered, and are 
either left high and dry or in the small pools at 
the sides of the river. When, aleo, the same cause 
that has made the stream overflow has filled the 
water with clay and dirt, the trout become sick and 
weak, and are unable to contend with a force of 
carrent which they could easily have withstood in 
clear water. 

As the flood decreases both trout and eels take to 
all the eddies and corners to feed on the numerous 
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worms and grube which are washed off the banks 
and fields into the water. 

Very few birds or, comperatively speaking, even 
land animals fall victims to floods. The rabbits 
manage to climb up into the highest furze bushes, 
or even into the branches of trees, and it is very 
seldom that any birds make their nests within reach 
of this danger. In the same manner that terns and 
other birds who lay their eggs on the seashore seem 
to have an instinct which teaches them the exact 
line to which the highest spring tides ever reach, 80 
do the land birds avoid building their nests in 
places to which the land floods ever ascend. 
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CHAPTER XIX. 


AUGUST. 

Golden Plover — Ring Dottrel — Migratory Birds — Butter- 
fiies — Crabs; their manner of casting their shells — The 
Sea Angler — The Deal Fish — Habits of Woodcocks — A 
pet Roe — Grouse Shootings and Grouse — Wild Fowl. 

Dontne the first part of this month the mountain- 

bred birds, such as golden plover, dottrel, curlew, 

&c., are daily seen to collect more and more in 

flocks on the seashore or other places which suit 

their habits. In the lower parts of the country the 
dottrel is now a very rare bird, and it is seldom that 
many of them are killed, although they are so tame 
and easy of approach as to have obtained for them- 
selyes the local name of the “foolish dottrel.” It 
is one of the peculiarities of this bird that one pair 
only breeds on the same hill or mountain. Whilst 
you may see thousands of golden plovers on a hill- 
side during the breeding season, you will never find 
above one pair of dottrel on each ridge. The ring- 
doitrel and other shore birds become at this season 
more numerous day by day. Many insectivorous 
birds, also, such as the whitethroat, redstart, &., 
seem to draw gradually towards the eastern coasts 
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of the kingdom, as if in readiness to depart. The 
wheatears almost entirely leave the wild rocky 
mountains of the North, where they breed, and are 

” during this month caught in great numbers on the 
Southdowns of Sussex. 

The regularity of the appearance and disappear- 
ance of birds in different districts is one of the most 
striking and interesting parts of their history, and is 
@ subject worthy of more attention than it has 
hitherto received. It is well known to many sports- 
men that woodcocks appear in certain woods and 
even under certain holly bushes, or other favourite 
pots, on the same day of the same month year after 
year, and in like manner and with equal punctuality 
do numberless smaller birds, of less notoriety and 
of less consequence to the sportsman, make their 
annual flittings northwards or southwards. On re- 
ferring to notes which I have made during several 
years, I find that I have many migratory birds 
for the first time in each year, on either the very 
same day of the month or within one day of it. 

Even in the insect world the eame punctuality in 
their change of abode is kept up, and an observant 
 out-of-door” entomologist will tell almost to a day 
when any particular moth or butterfly will first 
appear. The exclusiveneas of some butterflies as to 
their locality is a very striking peculiarity of this 

w2 
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insect. You may, year after year, find a certain 
kind in great numbers within a space of a hundred 
yards, but you may search in vain for a single 
specimen over the whole surrounding country; 
although both as to plants and soil it may seem as 
favourable for their production as the spot to which 
they confine themselves. I was told by a clever 
entomologist that I should find any number of 
specimens of a particular butterfly, which I wanted 
to procure, in a certain stone quarry, or rather 
where a quarry had once been, during the first and 
second week in August, but at mo other time and in 
no other situation. My friend was perfectly right. 
Then and there, and then and there only, could I 
find this particular butterfly. There are few dis- 
tricts of the kingdom where a man of leisure would 
not find plenty to interest and amuse him were he 
to direct his attention to the peculiar habits and 
instincts of living animals from the highest to the 
lowest, from the eagle to the insect which he 
treads unconsciously under his feet every step he 
takea, People little know by how many natural 
objects of beauty and interest they are everywhere 
surrounded. How true is a French saying that 
“ Loisiveté est la mére de toutes les vices ;” and 
how many cares and troubles would thousands avoid 
did they employ their leisure hours in such pursuits 
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instead of letting idleness lead them into numberless 
evil habits! It is for this reason that I always like 
to see the study of natural history encouraged in 
children, 

At the beginning of August I frequently find the 
erabs (which frequent the rocks left exposed at low 
water) either just about to change their shell, or 
just after having changed it. Nothing can be more 
curious than the manner in which they contrive to 
draw their legs and claws out of their last year’s 
covering, casting their entire shell perfectly whole 
and unbroken. A tough skin seems to form over 
the flesh, under the shell, and of the same colour, 
which apparently hardens rapidly by exposure (when 
it is uncovered), and this skin forms the new shell. 

The poor animals are quite helpless till this 
hardens, and are at the mercy of their numerous 
enemies, The fishermen say that whilst the female 
crab is in this weak state the male constantly 
attends on and protects her. I have myself often 
geen a crab in her still unhardened shell, closely 
accompanied by a larger crab, whose shell was per- 
fectly hard, and who offered battle most valiantly 
when he and his spouse were approached. 

During the herring fishing it frequently happens 
that some strange and rarely seen monster of the 
sea gets either entangled in the nets or is cast upon 
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the shore, during his pursuit of the shoals of smaller 
fish, Among others I have more than once seen a 
most hideous large-headed brute of a fish, whom 
the country people call sometimes “ the sea-devil,” 
sometimes “the zea~angel,” but whose more regu~ 
lar cognomen is, I believe, “ the sea-angler.” ‘The 
first name he owes to his excessive and wicked- 
looking ugliness ; the second must have been given 
him ironically ; whilst the third is derived from his 
reputed habit of attracting fish to their destruction 
by a very wily rase. He buries himself, it is said, 
in the sands by scraping a hole with his two most 
unseemly and deformed-looking “hands,” which 
are placed below what may be called his chin. 
Being in this way quite concealed, he allows some 
long worm-like appendages, which grow from the 
top of his head, to wave and float above the surface 
of the sand: fish taking these for some kind of food 
are attracted to the spot, when the concealed 
monster by a sudden spring manages to engulph 
his victims in the fearfully wide cavity of his 
mouth, which is armed with hundreds of teeth 
sloping inwards, and 2s bard and sharp as needles, 
so that nothing which has once entered it can 
escape. So runs the tale, the exact truth of which 
I am not prepared to vouch for. 

A rare and singularly formed fieh was once 
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brought to me during the month of August by the 
fishermen. It is called the “Deal fish,” or, locally, 
the “Saw-fish.” The latter name is very expres 
sive of its shape and proportions, the fish being fat 
vertically instead of, like a sole or flounder, hori- 
zontally, The following is the description of the 
figh which I set down at the time :— 

Length, 8 feet 6 inches, 

Depth, 7 inches. 

Greatest thickness, between balf and three quarters of an inch, 

Colovr, bright silver, with one very thin crimson fin running 

the whole length of ite back. 


‘The tail very transparent, fan-chaped, and of a bright crimson. 

A large fiat eye; 

And a small mouth, which the fish had a peculiar power of 
elongating to a considerable extent. 


Tt had managed to get hooked through the back, 
by a common haddock-hook. I wished to have pre- 
served the skin, as I believe that there are not: 
above one or two perfect specimens extant; but, 
unluckily, through a mistake the fish was destroyed. 

August 4th—We caught a young woodcock full 
grown in one of the woods near here. A dog dis- 
turbed it in the cover; and it flew fluttering into 
the road, where it allowed itself to be caught by the 
hand, although it was quite as large as an old bird, 
and its wings apparently fully feathered. 

The woodcock breeds every season in the north 
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of Scotland, not only in the large fir plantations, but 
also in the smaller patches of birch, &e., which 
fringe the shores of many of the most northern 

Takes. That those bred in the country migrate I 
"have no doubt, as they all invariably disappear for 
two or three months between summer and the first 
frosts of winter. As I have seen their nests at all 
times from March to August, it is natural to sup- 
pose that the woodcock breeds more than once in 
the season. 

Ihave again, this year, seen the old woodcocks 
carrying their young down to the soft, marshy 
places to feed. Unfitted as their feet appear to be 
for grasping auytbing, the old birds must have no 
blight labour in carrying their whole family (gene- 
rally consisting of four) every evening to the 
marshes, and beck again in the morning. They 
always return before sunrise, 

Occasionally I bave come upon a brood of young 
woodeocks in a dark, quiet, swampy part of the 
woods near which they had probably been bred. In 
a case of this kind we may suppose that the old 
birds are saved the trouble of conveying their young 
to a distant feeding-place ; but as the young birds 
are frequently hatched in long heather in dry situ- 
ations, and far from any marshes, they would in- 
evitably perich in the nest were they not daily 
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carried backwards and forwards by their parents. 
‘The quantity of worms required to sustain one of 
these birds would astonish thoxe town-bred natu- 
ralists who gravely assert that the woodcock “ dives 
on suction.” 

Whilst walking in a wood I was surprised at 
seeing a roe standing within a little distance of me, 
with a silver bell bung round its neck. Having 
taken a good look at me, the beautiful little animal 
bounded off into the recesses of the wood, ringing 
its bell, to the astonishment of the rabbita who were 
feeding about the openings of the cover. This roe 
belonged to the ladies at Darnaway ; and, with the 
usual wilfulness of such pets, bad wandered away 
from its proper home, where it lived in security and 
plenty, petted by all, and had taken up its abode in 
the wood, which was several miles from Darnaway, 
and where it ran the risk of being worried by colley 
dogs or shot while feeding in the neighbouring 
cornfields, Once or twice afterwards, when I was 
shooting in this wood, the beagles started and ran 

‘ the roe some distance before I could stop them. 
As long as he continued ringing his bell through 
this cover I seldom saw any other roe in it, although 
at other times it was a favourite resort of these 
beautiful creatures. Once it followed, for some 
distance towards Darnaway, a servant who had 

n8 


274 FIELD-NOTES FOR THE YEAR. CH, XIX. 


been accustomed to feed and pet it, but taking 
alarm at some people at work in a field, it turned 
back again. I do not know what was the end of 
the pretty animal, but towards the winter it disap- 
peared, snd I fear it was shot by some poaching 
fellow whilst feeding in the fields where it was often 
seen. Its silver bell made it both an easier and 
a more valuable victim. 

August 12th.—On this (to s0 many people) dies 
memorabilis, whilst shooting with a friend in Inver- 
ness-shire, I found a few old grouse lying dead, 
killed by the prevailing disease, which of late years 
has committed such havoc amongst these birds in 
certain districts ; some which we killed were already 
attacked by it. Whenever this was the case we in- 
variably observed that the plumage of the bird was 
much altered, having a rusty red appearance instead 
of the fine rich colour characteristic of the grouse. 
The feathers, too, had an unnatural kind of dryness 
about them, which gave the bird a bleached, un- 
healthy look. In those grouse which I opened 
myself the presence of the disease was indicated by 
the liver being apparently rotten. 

‘Whatever is the cause of this mortality, it isa 
matter of some consequence to the proprietors of 
those districts where the grouse shootings let for as 
high or a higher rent than the sheep pasturage ; for 
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it cen scarcely be expected that Englishmen will 
continue paying at the rate they do for the right of 
shooting over tracts of ground where the grouse are 
becoming almost extinct, as is the case in several 
places. Instead of sparing the birds where they are 
attacked by this epidemic, I should be much more 
inclined to shoot down every grouse in the infected 
parts of the hills; and I would contimue to do this 
as long as any appearance of the disease remained. 
I would then give them a year or two of rest ac- 
cording to the numbers and appearance of the birds, 
This seems to me the most likely way to check 
the destruction caused by what the keepers cal] the 
“ grouse disease.” In some parts of the Highlands 
there were scarcely any young birds seenin August, 
and the old grouse were picked up in dozens, dead 
on the heather. 

I observed one peculiarity in the habits of the 
grouse in 1847, which was new to me. They were 
collected in large flocks on the 12th of August in 
the fields of oats in the elevated districts, which 
were at that time perfectly unripe and green. In 
every field near the moors there were large flocks of 
the old birds busy in the midst of the corn; but 
they always took the precaution to leave some sen- 
tries outside, who perched one piece of rock or ax 
old wall, stood with their necks stretched to their 
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utmost height, on the look-out for any approaching 
enemy. When the com is ripe, and especially after 
it is cut and in sheaves on the fields, the grouse 
are very fond of it, and fill their crops daily with 
cats, like so many chickens, but before this season I 
never saw them attack the green and empty oats. 
There was-at this time e very unusual deficiency in 
the growth and bloom of the heather, causing a 
great scarcity of the tender shoots which form the 
principal food of grouse; and this may have driven 
them to the new kind of food, to which they ap- 
peared to take very kindly. 

It is in the oat-fields belonging to the small far- 
mers and others living near the grouse hills where 
the greatest havoc is committed amongst grouse by 
the poachers, for there they can be caught with the 
greatest facility, in any number that may be re- 
quired for the market; and it is more difficult for 
keepers to prevent this kind of poaching than any 
other, as it may be carried on by girls or children 
late in the evening and early in the morning, the 
snares being removed during the daytime, or on the 
appearance of a keeper, whose approach in this kind 
of open country may be perceived from a sufficient 
distance to enable the poacher to remove all traces 
of his proceedings. Thousands of grouse are killed 
in this manner for the London and other markets. 
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This year, 1848, on the very first day of the 
shooting, I happened to be in a poulterer’s shop in 
a large town in Northumberland, when a servant 
came in to buy a brace or two of “ well-kept grouse, 
Jit for immediate use,” for his master: and a brace 
was instantly handed to him from amongst a great 
number, which looked as if they had been killed a 
week or ten days; at any rate they were nearly 
putrid, and according to my taste fit only to be 
flung away. If this system commences so long 
before the birds are legally saleable, we may casily 
imagine what an immense number of grouse are 
iMegally destroyed during the whole season, in 
spite of all the expenses incurred to preserve them. 

In my opinion this wholesale system of poaching 
might easily be put a stop to by the proprietors of 
the land, who, by stringent agreements with their 
sheep-tenants and cotters, might prevent all tres- 
passing on the hills, much more easily than the 
tenants of shootings can do; and really considering 
the great profit in many ways that this bird is to 
the Highland landowners, it seems both their inte- 
reat and duty to protect and assist sportsmen in 
every possible manner in preserving the game: 
whereas, let the matter be glossed over as it may, 
every lessee of grouse shootings knows how very 
little assistance and encouragement he receives from 
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nine proprietors out of ten, notwithstanding the 
liberal and sometimes exorbitant rents which are 
paid. There are, however, many exceptions to this 
state of things; and landlords are yet to be found 
who identify the interest of their tenant with their 
own. 

The rage for grouse-shooting, at present so great, 
is not likely to change, like many other fashions. 
The fine air, the freedom, the scenery, and all the 
other agrémens accompanying this amusement, 
must always make it the most fascinating kind of 
sport in the way of shooting which ihe British isles 
or indeed almost any country can afford. The bird, 
too, in beauty and gamelike appearance, is not to be 
equalled. In fact as long es grouse and heather 
exist, and the nature of man is imbued with the 
same love for sport and manly exercise as it now is, 
grouse-shooting will be one of our favourite relaxa- 
tions from the graver cares of life. 

Although, like others, I am excessively fond of 
this sport, yet I care little for numbers of slain ; 
and when following it independently and alone, am 
not occupied solely by the anxiety of bagging so 
many brace. My usual plan when I set out is to 
fix on some burn, some cool and grassy spring, or 
some hill summit which commands a fine view, as 
the extremity of my day’s excursion. ‘To this point 
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then I walk, killing what birds come in my way, and 
after resting myself and dogs, I return by some 
other route, Undoubtedly the way to kill the 
greatest number of grouse is to hunt one certain 
tract of ground closely and determinedly ; searching 
every spot as if you were looking for a lost needle, 
and not leaving a yard of heather untried. Thiz is 
the most killing system, as every practised grouse- 
ahooter knows; but to me it is far less attractive 
than @ good stretch across a range of valley and 
mountain, though attended with fewer shots. Iam 
also far more pleased by seeing a brace of good 
dogs do their work well, and exhibiting all their 
fine instinct and skill, than in toiling after twice the 
number when hunted by a keeper, whose only plan 
of breaking the poor animals in is to thrash them 
until they are actually afraid to use half the wonder- 
fal intellect which nature has given them. 
Although the 20th of August is the day appointed 
for legal execution of the blackcock, yet in most 
seasons the 1st of September would be quite soon 
enough for the shooting to begin, as until the com- 
mencement of September the young birds have 
seldom acquired their strength or plumage, and can 
be knocked down before the pointer’s nose with a 
stick almost as easily as shot; indeed I have fre- 
quently seen them caught in the hand. When in 


280 FIELD-NOTES FOR THE YEAR. CH, XIX. 


fall vigour and plumage there is no handsomer bird 
than an old blackcock, aud althoagh his size makes 
him an easy mark, his cunning and strength are 
pretty good securities for his not falling too readily 
to the sportsman’s gun. But in August even the 
old birds are not fit to shoot, being neither in per- 
fect condition nor in full plumage. The blackeock 
is much more addicted to feeding in the corn-fields 
than the grouse is, and takes long flights for the 
purpose of reaching some favourite stubble-field. 

Few stags have got the velvet off their horns 
during August, except in favoured situations, where 
good feeding in the spring and winter has enabled 
them to keep up their condition and the strength 
which is required for the production and growth of 
their weighty antlers. 

I find that towards the end of August, when the 
hill-lakes and swamps are much disturbed by 
grouse-shooters, the wild ducks bring down their 
young broods in great numbers, both to the bay and 
to the lochs, Every evening I can make sure of 
killing a brace or two as they fly to the corn-fields 
regularly when the sun sets ; indeed they sometimes 
do considerable damage by trampling down and 
eating the corn before it is cut. But some of the 
wild ducks which are killed in the bogs and swamps 
have their crops full of the seeds of a coarse grass 
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which grows in these places, and also of some of 
the wild fruits, such as blackberries, &. Indeed I 
fancy that a wild duck is about as omnivorous a 
ereatare aa can be found, almést as much so as the 
man who eats him: nothing which he can swallow 
comes amiss to him, whether fish, flesh, or grain. 
The teal, on the contrary, appears to be almost 
wholly insectivorous : at least these birds feed only 
in the swamps and shallow pools, never taking to 
the fields for grain or seeds; but living entirely on 
aquatic insects and some few small plants. 

Although the widgeon breed in Sutherlandshire, 
and perhaps in other parte of Scotland, I never saw * 
one in this part of the country during July or 
August. I believe that this bird feeds neither on 
grain nor insects, but on aquatic grasses ; and when 
these are not to be had, he grazes readily on the 
grass-fields, and banks near the sea. 

The great art in getting at most wild fowl is to 
discover their feeding-places ; for to these they 
always resort at certain times either of the day or 
of the tide, some kinds being more dependent than 
others on the ebb and flow of the sea; whilst the 
common mallard is almost wholly nocturnal in his 
feeding, and does not regulate his movements by 
the state of the tide. 

The sheldrakes, who were eo numerous a few 
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weeks ago about the sandbanks and bar, have now 
nearly all disappeared ; and their places are sup- 
plied by innumerable curlews and other waders, 
all of whom appear “to find their food in the moist 
sands, left by the ebb tide, which in this country 
contain an endless supply of shellfish of different 
Kinds, from the minutest species, fit only to feed 
the dunlin and sand-piper, to those which serve for 
food to the oyster-catcher, whose powerful bill is 
well adapted to breaking up the strongest cockles 
and mussels which are found in this district. 
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CHAPTER Xx. 


SEPTEMBER. 


‘The 1st of September — Partridge Shooting —Migratory Birds— 
Gronse-shooting in September—Widgeon —Jack Snipes; 
Breeding places of — Landrail — White variety of the Eagle— 
Sea Trout-fisher— Stag’s Horns — Deer-stalking —- Cunniug 
of Deer — Disappointed in getting a Shot, 

Tue Ist of September is by no means so marked a 
day with sportsmen in the north as it is with those 
in the southern parts of the kingdom. ‘I well re- 
member the eager haste with which, when a boy, 
I used to sally forth at the earliest dawn to wage 
war on the partridges. The birds, however, at that 
hour, are restless and on the alert, the ground is 
wet, and the sport unsatisfactory; and in fact no 
one, I believe, who can number more than sixteen 
summers ever got’ up at three o'clock to shoot 
partridges without repenting his undue activity 
before mid-day... 

In this country very little of the corn is cut at 
the commencement of September, and I never 
attempt to shoot more partridges than I may happen 
to want for the larder. As long as the fields are 
covered with standing corn, the only way is to hunt 
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quietly round the hedgerows, and banks exposed to 
the sun, or in dry soiled turnip fields, during the 
middle of the day, when the birds. come to bask 
and scratch. Both partridges and hares stick close 
to standing corn as long as an acre of it remains. 

In this country, however, the wild fow] and other 
birds which frequent the shores and rocks always 
afford me as amusing sport as the best partridge- 

~ shooting ; and at this season there is always a con- 
stant and endless variety of migratory birds collect- 
ing previous to their departure. 

There is one very numerous class of birds, the 
sandpipers and others of the same kind, which are 
very little known. Even the best and most quoted 
authors of works on natural history are constantly 
in error with regard to the names and classification 
of these birds, and although I do not pretend to be 
acquainted with all, or nearly all, the varieties, I 
know enough of them to perceive that the numerous 
changes of plumage which each species goes 
through, according to their age, sex, and the season 
of the year, have completely misled most naturalists. 
Indeed to know these birds perfectly requires much 
greater attention and more minute examination than 
has yet been expended upon them. Such also is the 
case as regards sea-gulls, and some kinds of hawke, 
though with these the difficulty is not so great, 
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T always find that the grouse are wilder in Sep- 
tember than in any other month. They are well 
scared and driven about by the August shooting, 
and are not yet tamed down by the autumnal frosts 
and cold. 

In this part of Scotland we have much wild and 
stormy weather in September; and many an Eng- 
lish sportsman towards the end of the month, when 
located in some small shooting-lodge, in the wild 
and distant glens of the inland mountains, begins to 
think of turning his way southwards. The incessant 
rain driving pitilessly down the glen where his con- 
fined and badly built cottage is placed, rivers 
turned into torrents, burns changed into rivers, 
and the grouse unapproachably wild, all combine 
to drive away many a southern sportsman before 
the end of this month; and yet October and No- 
vember often are better months for grouse-shooting 
than the latter part of September. 

Here in Morayshire we have a more favourable 
climate, and it is very rarely that there is any long 
continuance of bad weather in the lower parts of 
the county. Many a storm passes harmlessly over 
our heads to fall on the high grounds a few miles 
from the coast, These storms of rain or snow, 
although they pasa over us, have always the effect of 
lowering the quicksilver in the weather-glass, as 
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certainly as if they fell here, instead of only threat- 
ening to do so. 

The earliést day on which I ever killed or saw 
widgeon in Morayshire was on the 8th of September, 
on which day I shot a brace, late in the evening, as 
they flew over my head on their way from the bay 
to some inland Jake. They were both young birds. 
The flock altogether consisted of eight or nine. In 
the seme year I killed a jack-snipe on the 16th, 
which is far earlier than these birds are usually 
seen (I have never yet ascertained that they breed 
in Britain), and uring the next ten days I killed 
four others in nearly the same place, some of 
which were undoubtedly young birds. It may, 
therefore, be supposed that a chance pair may 
occasionally breed in the North, as it does not 
seem likely that those which I killed had been bred 
out of the kingdom. In no other year have I ever 
seen a jack-snipe before the 8th of October ; even 
that is very early. I have made much inquiry on 
this subject in Sutherlandshire and in other likely 
localities ; but have invariably found that where the 
jack-snipe has been supposed to have been seen 
during the breeding season, it has turned out to be 
the dunlin, or the common snipe. Neither their eggs 
nor young have ever been found, nor has the old bird 
been seen, for a certainty, in Britain during the 
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eummer season, excepting in the case of a single 
disabled bird. 

The landrail is seldom seen here after the corn is 
cut, notwithstanding the great numbers which breed 
in the neighbourhood. It is peculiarly a summer 
bird; and although its cry is hoarse and inhar- 
monious, I never hear it without pleasure, associated 
as it has become in my mind with the fine light 
nights of June and May. A fearless little bird it 
is, too, when caught uninjured. I have seen it 
immediately after being made a prisoner, and 
while held in the hand, peck at and catch with won- 
derful rapidity and precision any flies that might 
pitch within its reach. ts mamner of departure 
from this country would appear to be still unex- 
plained, as it is never seen en route either by lands~ 
men or sailors. When this and other insectiyorous 
birds leave us, winter visitors arrive. ‘The turn- 
atone, a bird that breeds in Norway, arrives in this 
country at the first commencement of the month, 
but appears only to make it a temporary resting- 
place on its way to the south, 

Like many other birds, the eagle sometimes ex- 
hibits great changes in the colour of his plumage. 
‘This year during the month of September I saw'a 
freshly killed sea-eagle, whose colour was a fine 
silvery white, without the slightest mixture of brown. 
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The bird was killed in Sutherlandshire ; and I was 
informed that another eagle had been seen in its 
company with the same unusual plumage. ‘Tho 
bird had quite arrived at maturity, but did not 
appear to be a very old one. Partridges, pheasants, 
“grouse, and many- small birds occasionally appear in 
a snow-white dress; but the birds of prey seldom 
change their colour. A black swan we read of as 
an example of a “rara avis;” what must then a 
white crow have been thought of by the augurs and 
omen-seekers among the ancients? Yet rooks and 
jackdaws, both parti-coloured and white, are by no 
means 80 uncommon with us as to be looked on as 
wonders. 

This white eagle had been probably bred on some 
of the wild rocky headlands of the north coast of 
Sutherlandshire, where not even the value of the eggs 
can at all times induce the shepherds of the neighbour- 

“hood to attempt their capture. The sea-eagle is, in its 
habits, a sluggish, vulture-like bird, feeding chiefly 
on the dead fish and other animal substances which 
are cast up by the sea on these lonely and rugged 
ahores, and seldom attacking the lambs of the 
farmer to the same extent as the golden eagle does. 
Although it is frequently seen, and its sharp bark- 
like cry is heard far inland, the usual hunting- 
ground of the eea~eagle is along the shore, where it 
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can feed on ita foul prey, undisturbed and unzeen 
by human eye for months together. Like the 
golden eagle, this bird sometimes so gorges itself 
with food as to become helpless, and if then met 
with, may be knocked down by a stick, or captured 
alive before it can rise from the ground—a sad and 
ignoble fate for the king of birds! After all, the 
eagle is but a sorry representative of royalty and 
Kingly grandeur ; for although his flight is noble 
and magnificent, and his strength and power asto- 
nisbing, there is a cruelty and treachery about the 
disposition of the bird which render it unfit to be 
educated and trained like the peregrine and other 
falcons ; nor does it ever become attached to its 
keeper. 

On the 28th of September the last house-swallow 
took his departure from this neighbourhood, althongh 
the season was so fine that there were several nests 
of young greenfinches about the garden even 80 late 
as the 80th of the month, and a wood-pigeon was 
sitting on its eggs in an ash tree close to the house. 

During the latter weeks of the fishing season 
(which legally ends on the 15th of September in all 
the northern rivers), the lower pools of the Findhorn, 
are full of an excellent small sea-trout, locally 
called the finnock. My opinion is that the “fin- 
nock” is the grilse, ar young of the common sea- 
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trout, bearing exactly the same relation and affinity 
to that fish as the grilse does to the salmon; but 
the natural history of the inhabitanta of another 
element is too uncertain and difficult a subject for 
a mere casual observer to enter upon. At any 
rate, the finnock is not only an excellent fish for 
the table, but affords capital sport, rising freely, 
and playing boldly when hooked; and has alto- 
gether strong attractions for those anglers who some- 
what love their ease. I have been much amused 
by seeing an elderly, placid-looking London gentle- 
man, who was staying at Forrea for the purpose of 
fishing in the Findhorn, This old gentleman used 
to arrive at the river's edge at a comfortable noon~ 
day hour, accompanied by his lady, and a footman 
splendid in blue and red, who carried camp-stools, 
books, fishing-tackle, and last, though not least, a 
most voluminous luncheon. Daily did this party 
make their appearance at a certain pool, and while 
the old gentleman, seated at his ease on his camp- 
stool close to the water, with spectacles and broad~ 
brimmed hat, fished away with the well-known 
perseverance and skill of a Thames angler, his 
lady read her book on one side, whilst on the other 
the red-legged footman either prepared the luncheon, 
or held in readiness the well-stocked fly-book of his 
master. Very different would be the description 
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given of our Scotch fishing by one who thus ptac- 

_ tised the gentle craft of angling on the level grassy 
banks of the lower pools of the Findhorn, to that of 
the sportaman who followed up the pursuit of the 
salmon over the rugged, and often dangerous, passes 
of the rocks which overhang the deep black pools 
and rushing torrents of the same river between 
Dulsie Bridge and the Heronry. 

Most of the roebucks have, by the end of Sep- 
tember, put on their winter covering of rich mouse- 
coloured hair ; so different from the thin red coat 
they wear during the summer. Until they have quite 
changed colour, the roe are not in sufficiently good 
condition to make them a fit object of pursuit for 
the sportsman. The stag is, however, in perfection, 
both as to condition and beauty, during this month, 

The size of the horns of the red deer depends to 
a certain degree on the feeding which the animal 
gets in the spring and end of winter. If his food 
has been poor, and if he is much reduced, the horns 
do not acquire their full development and size, 
Fine heads of horns are now much rarer than they 
were a few years ago. The reason of this, probably 

. ig, that the stag before it attains a mature age gene- 
rally falls a victim to one of the numerous English 
rifles, whose echoes are beard in almost every High- 
land -corrie. Even where deer are most carefully 
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preserved and most numerous, the finest antlers are 
generally'laid low every season; so that there are 
fow left.whose heads are thought worthy of being 
kept as a trophy: yet small as théy now compara- 
tively are; the value of a stag seems to depend more 
on his horns than on his haunches. : 

Tam much inclined to think that the uncertainty 
of getting a shot at deer in wood is even greater 
than on the open mountain. The cunning of the 
animals, and dislike ‘to being driven in any one 
direction, frequently render abortive the "best 
arranged plans for beating a cover. Sometimes 
the deer are off at the first sound of a beater, at 
another time they will lie quietly without moving 
till all the men have passed them, and will then 
sneak quietly back in-the contrary direction. 

I was this very year particularly struck with an 
instance of deer escaping in thia manner. I was 
placed with a friend on passes commanding the 
extremity of a long narrow patch of cover which 
grew on a steep brae overhanging a beautiful river 
in Rose-shire ; and the beaters were to commence 
their work at the other extremity of the wood. We 
had taken our stations at a considerable height above 
the river, at the most likely pass for the deer to leave 
the wood by; there we waited some time without 
seeing anything excepting an occasional blackcock or 
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“grey hen, which, having been disturbed by the beaters 
at the other end of the cover, came skimming rapidly 
past us. Presently we perceived far below us four. 
brown forms walking slowly through the high fern 
and herbage which grew amongst the birch-trees. 
As they emerged from the cover we saw that they 
were three hinds and a calf. With uncertain pace 
they went on, sometimes trotting in a line, and 
sometimes standing in a group on some hillock from 
which they looked back earnestly and inquiringly 
into the wood. I was convinced by their manner 
that there were other deer, probably stags, still in 
the cover. As, however, the sound of the beatera 
came nearer, the four deer gradually mended their 
pace, and in a quiet canter followed the devious 
track which led them to the summit of a steep hill 
to our right hand. It was interesting to see how, 
having once made up their mind as to their route, 
they went steadily and rapidly on in single file, 
winding up the face of the hill, sometimes lost to our 
sight behind a cluster of rocka, or a birch-covered hil- 
lock, and again appearing as they kept deliberately 
on their way. At the very ridge of the hill they 
halted again, and after standing in a confused group 
with their heads all together, and their long ears 
at-full stretch, they at once disappeared from our 
sight. 
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The beaters came closer and closer to us, and in 
spite of my prognostications no more deer appeared. 
At last the men issued out of the wood, at the point 
nearest us; and one of them came up towards 
where we were, to call us down. A drizzly shower 
had commenced, and we had put the gun-covers on 
our rifles, when suddenly from under a single birch- 
tree, which was about fifty yards from us, and. 
about the same distance from the beater, rose a 
magnificent stag, in the finest condition, and with 
“a head of ten.” Before we could get out our 
rifies he was behind a rise in the ground which con- 
cealed him from us until he was too far for a ball 
to reach him ; and then he again appeared galloping ; 
heavily off for the same point at which the hinds had 
crossed the hill. We were both of us dumb-with 
surprise and vexation; but not so the Highlander 
below us, who, in the most frantic state of eagerness 
and rage, hallooed and vociferated in Gaelic and 
English, for the stag passed, with broadside on, 

- within forty yards of him. Without moving from, 
our position we watched the animal for some time ; 
then, returning our rifles to their waterproof cases, 
we, as if by a common impulse, lit the pipe of con- 
solation in the shape of a cigar. Whilst 90 em- 
ployed, with our heads bent from the cold misty 
blast, we again heard the man below us, shouting 
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more frantically than before, and looking up we 
‘were just in-time to see him fling his stick at another 
stag, who had risen from the same spot and had 
cantered away in 2 contrary direction, passing almost 
close to the beater. Like the first stag, too, he 
managed to keep his great body out of our view as 
long as within shot, although be almost ran round 
the man, as if perfectly understanding the difference 
between two double-barreled rifles and one walk- 
ing-stick. We afterwards ascertained that the two 
deer had been lying in a small hollow of the ground 
at the foot of a single birch-tree, which stood a little 
in advance of the main wood. They must have 
been lying with their heads close to the ground, 
hoping to escape being seen; and there they re- 
"mained until they perceived that the beater as well 
as ourselves were walking directly towards them. 
In taking up a position near a wood which the 
men are about to beat for deer and roe, the sports- 
“man should go as cautiously and quietly as if he 
was stalking a. deer on the open hill, as nothing will 
drive either stag or buck near a spot where he has 
discovered or suspected that any concealed danger 
is awaiting him: rather than do so, he will pass 
within reach: of the sticks of the beaters, having, 
like human beings, a far greater dread of an un- 
Known danger than of one which he sées, and knows 
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the fall extent of; and like many people taking 
“ omne ignotum pro horribili.” 

Though red deer seldom come down tu we woous 
in this immediate neighbourhood, I have occasion- 
ally seen one who has probably wandered d¥ay 
from the Duke of Richmond’s forest. 

Tnstances too sometimes occur of a stag being 
found in the act of swimming narrow parts of the 
Moray Firth ; a solitary deer who probably has been 
driven by dogs from his usual haunts, till frightened 
and bewildered he has wandered at random, and at 
last, coming to the shore, has swam beldly ont 
attracted by the appearance of the woods on the 
opposite side. 
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